


“Learning to treat yourself with kindness and compassion is like learning to 
place your feet firmly on the ground. If you are going to walk out of your 
struggle with anxiety, you need to regain your psychological footing, and this 
book will show you how. In a gentle, wise, and step-by-step way, it will help you 
establish self-compassion as a habit of mind and bring that healing quality to 
your thoughts and actions. Highly recommended.”

—Steven C. Hayes, PhD, author of Get Out of Your Mind and  
Into Your Life

“Easy to read, grounded in solid research, and filled with useful exercises, this 
book is a godsend for those who suffer from anxiety.”

— Kristin Neff, PhD, associate professor at the University of  
Texas at Austin and author of Self-Compassion

“Cognitive behavior therapy (CBT) has led the way in creating solid science-
based treatments. Traditionally, CBT has been an action-oriented treatment, 
and that action orientation has produced a lot of benefits. More recently, CBT 
has begun to include more work focused on acceptance, mindfulness, and self-
compassion. Dennis Tirch is a master of where CBT has been and of where 
CBT is going. In this book, you will find a broad contemporary understanding 
of anxiety and a host of very, very practical ways to come into a more compas-
sionate relationship with anxiety. The book offers a different way of being with 
anxiety that will have implications in your life that extend well beyond anxiety. 
You can expect changes in your relationship with anxiety that offer a path to 
rich and engaged living.”

— Kelly G. Wilson, PhD, cofounder of acceptance and commitment 
therapy, associate professor at the University of Mississippi,  
and author of Things Might Go Terribly, Horribly Wrong



“Tirch writes with warmth and wisdom, as if he is speaking directly to you. He 
shows how compassion, mindfulness, and facing the difficulties of anxiety can 
bring personal growth. Filled with specific and powerful techniques, readers will 
find a new path to follow with a brilliant and compassionate guide. I highly 
recommend this book for all who suffer from anxiety.”

— Robert L. Leahy, PhD, director of The American Institute for 
Cognitive Therapy , clinical professor of psychology at Weill-Cornell 
University Medical College, and author of The Worry Cure

“A superb introduction to a revolutionary new way of dealing with anxiety. 
The reader is led on a compelling exploration of how the anxious mind works, 
followed by masterful exercises that tap our innate capacity for comfort and 
healing self-compassion. Seamlessly integrating important research and exten-
sive clinical experience, the author speaks through the pages with the wise, 
gentle voice of experience. Go ahead, try it and see what happens!”

— Christopher K. Germer, PhD, clinical instructor at Harvard Medical 
School and author of The Mindful Path to Self-Compassion

 “Writing in an informative, highly engaging manner, Tirch shares his consider-
able wisdom in both compassion-based practices and behavior therapy. He gives 
the reader practical and powerful tools for cultivating a sense of self-compassion 
in the face of anxiety. A genuine pleasure to read.”

— Douglas Mennin, associate professor at Hunter College of  
The City University of New York

“The Compassionate-Mind Guide to Overcoming Anxiety is one of the most prac-
tical and accessible books for living a meaningful life despite the presence of 
anxiety, panic, and worry. Expect to feel compelled toward action immediately.”

— Todd B. Kashdan, PhD, associate professor of psychology at  
George Mason University and author of Curious? Discover  
the Missing Ingredient to a Fulfilling Life



“The Compassionate-Mind Guide to Overcoming Anxiety is a remarkable integra-
tion of modern science and seasoned wisdom. Tirch’s accessible writing style 
draws you into learning about overcoming anxiety. He even weaves beer and 
cake, purple gorillas, and ten-thousand-year-old poems into his writing to help 
you embrace a richer understanding of the anxiety and compassion connection.”

— D.J. Moran, PhD, author of ACT in Practice

“The Compassionate-Mind Guide to Overcoming Anxiety thoughtfully addresses 
the experience of anxiety and is written with obvious care for the person who 
suffers from anxiety. Tirch’s personal style and client examples bring the book 
to life. This is an easy-to-understand read that paves a path to self-compassion 
that is engaging and wise.”

— Robyn D. Walser, PhD, coauthor of The Mindful Couple

“This book is an excellent resource for individuals suffering from anxiety. Using 
step-by-step strategies, Tirch systematically guides people to the invaluable tools 
they need to overcome their suffering and build a life filled with meaning. With 
wisdom and clarity, he shows how one can use compassion and mindfulness to 
face anxiety and bring about a fundamental life change. This book is truly a 
pleasure to read and will be an invaluable guide for anxiety sufferers.”

— Lata K. McGinn, PhD, coauthor of Treatment of Obsessive  
Compulsive Disorder and Treatment Plans and Interventions for  
Anxiety and Depression
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Preface

When we experience disappointment, fear, or loss, we naturally 
tend to look for support and guidance from those we care about 
and who care about us. We turn to them for their acceptance, 

their understanding, and their love. Indeed, the evolution of human behav-
ior demonstrates how this tendency has emerged in the life cycle and how 
we’ve become able to keenly detect threats in our environment while at the 
same time abiding in a state of calm through our experience of the support 
and loving- kindness of those around us. Research has shown that, from the 
day we’re born and throughout our lives, the kindness of others will have 
a huge impact on how our brains mature, on how our bodies work, and on 
our emotions and general well- being.1 It has also been shown that treating 
ourselves with compassion has a huge impact on the quality of our lives and 
how we deal with difficulties, such as anxiety.2

It makes sense that we’re calmed by a connection to people who are 
warm and compassionate toward us. It also makes sense that we can develop 
healthier ways of responding to life’s struggles by directing compassion and 
kindness inward, to the way we feel about ourselves.

Our lives can feel so overwhelming and can be so very short. In the 
presence of a variety of fearful challenges along our journeys, such as sick-
ness, aging, and the finitude of life, can we direct accepting, open, and 
warm feelings toward ourselves? If we’re capable of such acts, what’s their 
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effect? By standing as a compassionate witness to our own pain, can we 
better be present to our experience and develop healthier, more fluid ways of 
responding to life’s struggles? This “self- compassion” may be the foundation 
for a more flexible, healthy, and rewarding life.3 This book aims to help you 
understand the nature of your anxiety, the best ways of dealing with it, and 
how your mind can help you cope with it.



Foreword

W e have always understood that compassion is very important for 
our well- being. If you are feeling stressed or upset, it is always 
better to have kind, helpful, and supportive people around you 

rather than critical, rejecting, or disinterested folk. It is not only common 
sense, however, that tells us about the value of kindness and compassion— 
recent advances in the scientific study of compassion and kindness have 
greatly advanced our understanding of how compassionate qualities of the 
mind really do influence our brains, bodies, and social relationships, as well 
as affect our health and well- being. Yet despite this ancient commonsense 
wisdom and new knowledge, we live in an age that can make compas-
sion for ourselves and others problematic. This is a world of striving for 
the competitive edge, of achievement and desire, of comparison to others 
who are perhaps doing better than we are, leading to dissatisfaction and 
self- criticism. Research has now revealed that such environments actually 
make us unhappier and that mental ill health is on the increase, especially 
in younger people. As Dennis Tirch helps us understand, anxiety is a very 
common symptom of the environments we are living in today.

As if feeling anxious and stressed were not enough, we can also become 
fearful of these emotions and try to suppress or avoid them, even becom-
ing self- critical for feeling overly anxious. Indeed, our society has a habit of 
blaming and shaming if we seem to be struggling with our emotions. People 
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with “the right stuff” are not supposed to be anxious or feel overwhelmed. 
So anxiety must be an indication that there is something wrong with us. 
Rather than seeing it as an understandable, if undesirable, response to the 
world in which we live, we blame ourselves for feeling anxious.

So, why are we so susceptible to anxiety, and why might anxiety be on 
the increase in modern society? Dr. Tirch uses his wealth of experience and 
knowledge to guide our understanding and help us recognize that actually 
many of our emotions are the result of a very long evolutionary history. Our 
emotions were originally developed to help us deal with rapidly approach-
ing threats in the jungles and savannas and are not so well adapted for the 
modern world. Nor do they do so well when we bring our advanced brains 
and greater capacity for thinking and rumination to bear on our anxiety. 
Humans are the only animals that have the ability to worry about tomor-
row, or whether they have cancer, or whether they’re about to have a heart 
attack, or whether they’re liked. So the way we think about the stresses in 
our lives can at times really “do our heads in.” And, of course, we can also 
think about our internal worlds— the fantasies, thoughts, and feelings we 
have within us. Again, no other animal can do this. Realizing this and being 
able to stand back from it all allows us to understand that our vulnerability 
to anxiety is not our fault. After all, we didn’t design our brains, with their 
various capacities for such emotions as anxiety and anger. Nor did we design 
our brains’ capacity for complex thinking, which can actually make our 
experience of anxiety more intense. And we didn’t choose our backgrounds 
or our genes, both of which can make us more susceptible to anxiety. This is 
a very important message in compassionate mind training and compassion- 
focused therapy, because compassion begins with a deep understanding of 
just how tricky our brains are and a recognition that they are not that well 
put together! Once we recognize how difficult our emotions can be, we can 
stand back from them and feel compassion for the difficulties we experience.

So, given that our brains have evolved in and been shaped by the envi-
ronments we live in, what can we do to help ourselves when we become 
anxious? First, we can learn to pay attention to how our minds work and 
function, becoming mindful and observant of the feelings that are associated 
with anxiety. In this very helpful book, Dr. Tirch shows how people have 
learned to be sensitive to feelings of anxiety and, at times, have also learned 
to be frightened of those feelings.

If we are to face anxiety and work with it, then our relationship with 
ourselves is very important. If we are critical and harsh with ourselves, then 
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our inner worlds are not comfortable places to inhabit. Feeling ashamed 
and being self- critical, self- condemning, or even self- loathing can under-
mine our confidence and make us feel bad. Sadly, when things go wrong 
and we make mistakes, many of us are self- critical rather than helpful and 
supportive of ourselves, and when we feel distressed we react by becoming 
frustrated and angry. This is not, in fact, a good way to deal with anxiety 
because, as Dr. Tirch outlines, you are actually adding more fuel to the 
fire of your threat- detection system. In contrast, self- compassion is a way 
of being with ourselves in all our emotions, uncomfortable as they may be, 
without self- condemnation and instead with support and encouragement. 
Research shows that the more compassionate we are toward ourselves, the 
happier we are and the more resilient we become when faced with difficult 
events in our lives. In addition, we are better able to reach out to others for 
help, and we feel more compassionate toward other people, too.

Compassion is sometimes viewed as being a bit “soft” or “weak” or 
“letting your guard down” and “not trying hard enough.” This is a major 
mistake because, on the contrary, compassion requires us to be open to 
and tolerant of our painful feelings and to face up to our own problematic 
emotions and difficulties. Compassion does not mean turning away from 
emotional difficulties or discomforts or trying to get rid of them. It is not a 
soft option. Rather, compassion provides us with the courage, honesty, and 
commitment to learn to cope with the difficulties we face, and it alleviates 
our anxiety. It enables us to do things that help us to flourish and take care 
of ourselves— not as a demand or requirement, but to enable us to live our 
lives more fully and contentedly.

In this book, Dr. Tirch offers his many years of experience as a clini-
cal psychologist, psychotherapist, and longtime meditator working in New 
York with people experiencing a variety of emotional difficulties. He also 
brings his experience of using compassion- focused therapy in the treatment 
of anxiety. He outlines a model of compassion that seeks to stimulate and 
build your confidence so that you can engage with your anxiety. You will 
learn how to develop a real, supportive friendship with yourself that will help 
you through difficult times. Dr. Tirch guides you to develop compassionate 
motivations, compassionate attention, compassionate feelings, compassion-
ate thinking, and compassionate behavior. You will learn about the poten-
tial power of developing compassionate imagery that focuses on creating a 
compassionate sense of yourself and that draws on your own inner wisdom 
and benevolent qualities— qualities you are most likely to feel when you’re 
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feeling calm and/or showing concern for others. Learning how to breathe, 
to “slow down,” and also to engage with these qualities can be very helpful 
when anxiety crashes through you like a storm. Using different compassion-
ate images, you will discover that your compassion focus can be visual or 
aural (e.g., imagining a compassionate voice speaking to you when you need 
it) and can be especially useful in enabling you to get in touch with your 
internal compassionate feelings and desires at times of distress.

The approach that Dr. Tirch takes is called a compassionate mind 
approach because when we engage compassion it can influence our atten-
tion, thoughts, feelings, and behavior— in other words, how our mind oper-
ates as a whole. The compassionate mind approach outlined in this book 
draws on many other well- developed approaches, including those of Eastern 
traditions such as Buddhism. In addition, compassionate mind approaches, 
especially those that form part of compassion- focused therapy, are rooted in 
scientific understanding of the working of the mind. Undoubtedly over the 
years our understanding of the brain will change and advance. One thing 
that doesn’t change, however, is the fact that kindness, warmth, and under-
standing go a long way toward helping us. In these pages you will find these 
qualities in abundance so you, too, can learn to be gentle, understanding, 
supportive, and kind, but also engaging and courageous, when working with 
your anxiety.

Many people suffer silently and secretly with a whole range of anxiety 
problems— some feel ashamed or angry with themselves, and others are 
sometimes fearful that their anxiety will get the upper hand. Sadly, shame 
stops many of us from reaching out for help. But, by opening your heart to 
compassion, you can take the first steps toward dealing with your anxieties 
in new ways. My compassionate wishes go with you on your journey.

—Professor Paul Gilbert, PhD, FBPsS, OBE 
August 2011



A Personal Story and 
Acknowledgments

Before we go further, let me share with you how this book came into 
being. As it happens, my personal connection to training in mind-
fulness, acceptance, and compassion began long before I became a 

psychologist. As a child, at about the age of ten, I was lucky enough to learn 
the basics of Buddhist meditation from an uncle who’d served as a para-
trooper in the Second World War. He discovered that Zen Buddhism helped 
him cope with the harrowing experiences he’d had. I suppose he must have 
noticed how anxious and curious I was, and he began to teach me zazen, 
a form of Japanese meditation that relates to the practice of mindfulness, 
which is a way of staying in the present moment as deliberately and as fully 
as possible and partly involves paying attention to your breathing, moment 
by moment. I noticed that even when my uncle recalled the sadness and 
insanity of his wartime experience, his face was graced with a slight smile 
and he seemed to be full of love and kindness. It impressed me so much that 
I started on the path that leads to the book you’re holding.

In my early twenties, after completing a degree in philosophy and 
humanities, my attention again turned to an understanding of how Buddhist 
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thought and mind- training exercises could help alleviate suffering. These 
were the days before “mindfulness” and “acceptance” had become trendy 
terms in Western psychotherapy. My own meditative practice and studies led 
me to wonder how mindfulness and compassion could be skillfully applied in 
a modern, Western context. I had no idea how to accomplish this.

After a fair amount of soul- searching, I enrolled in graduate school to 
study psychology. Eventually, I began a PhD course in clinical psychology, 
with a vision of integrating what I’d learned from Buddhist mental train-
ing with state- of- the- art Western psychology. I soon realized that the most 
exciting and effective research and clinical work in psychotherapy were hap-
pening at the cutting edge of cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT), which was 
emerging as a major, effective therapy for a range of difficulties including 
anxiety. I spent a great deal of time cross- referencing CBT principles with 
those found in Mahayana Buddhism and envisioning an effective, practical 
therapy that would use both methods.

On the horizon, and about to enter the field of CBT, other psychologists 
were starting to explore adaptations of Buddhist contemplative thought as 
alternative forms of behavior therapy. Throughout the 1990s a psycholo-
gist named Steven Hayes and a number of his colleagues were developing 
acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT),1 which involved learning to 
accept thoughts and emotions as they arise and living in accordance with 
our deepest values. Marsha Linehan, a psychologist and student of Zen 
Buddhism, developed dialectical behavior therapy (DBT)2 for people with 
turbulent emotions who might be prone to suicide attempts. Both ACT and 
DBT merged Eastern and Western psychologies and amassed a strong body 
of research that provided a sound base of evidence for their effectiveness.

When I was at graduate school, something else happened that pro-
foundly affected me: my father died from diabetes. The disease caused his 
death to be slow, and the process was regrettably difficult for him; however, 
during his illness I was able to visit him while he was in the hospital. He 
was always dignified during this time, and he talked to me of many things, 
including his guilt over things he’d done, or not done, and his pain. He 
was also hoping for some kind of redemption or absolution before his life 
ended, and he was filled with anxiety. He needed compassion, and I felt it 
was one of the most important things, indeed perhaps the only thing, I’d be 
able to give him. This experience, however dreadful and sad, allowed me to 
understand the way compassion could bring peace, restfulness, and calm to 
a worried, anxious mind.
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During my internship and postdoctoral training, two factors brought 
me into much closer contact with the power of acceptance, compassion, 
and applied mindfulness. Mindfulness can be understood as nonjudgmental 
observation of the contents of our consciousness. Compassion and mindful-
ness work hand in hand to help us develop a nonjudgmental awareness of 
ourselves. As we work with our habitual tendency to judge our thoughts and 
feelings, we’re working toward the development of mindfulness, which in turn 
helps us cultivate self- compassion. Mindfulness and compassion are related 
but separate processes. But of the two factors that brought me close to the 
practice of mindfulness, the first was personal: I spent many hours walking 
through the green, rural campus of the Bedford (Massachusetts) Veterans 
Affairs Medical Center with our training director, Richard Amodio, dis-
cussing a variety of ways that mindfulness and compassion could be used 
in psychotherapy. As a result, we designed and piloted a group treatment 
for Vietnam- era veterans with heavy combat trauma. This pilot program 
brought us into contact with clients who taught us a great deal about the 
power of compassion and self- forgiveness, and I believe we were all changed 
through the process of treatment.

The second factor to influence me was the absolute explosion in 
research and publishing involving CBT and mindfulness. The field of study 
we were involved with seemed to change and expand each week. As a result, 
I immersed myself in the academic literature; what I learned transformed 
my life’s work and ultimately led me to the practice of compassion- focused 
therapy (CFT), on which this book is based.

For the past nine years I’ve worked with Robert Leahy at the American 
Institute for Cognitive Therapy, where I serve as associate director. Our 
institute is an internationally known CBT practice and a center of training 
for psychology graduate students, professionals, and postdoctoral residents. 
Dr. Leahy is a well- known master clinician and a prolific writer in the field 
of CBT; he has a broad perspective that takes in a range of psychologi-
cal insights and discoveries. Over several years, Dr. Leahy and I have been 
engaged in an active research program to examine the relationships between 
people’s beliefs about their emotions and their capacity for mindfulness and 
acceptance, as well as for many other variables.3

I’ve been fortunate to attend a number of residential and intensive train-
ings led by such teachers as Steven Hayes, Kelly Wilson, Zindel Segal, Chris 
Germer, and Robyn Walser. I’m also grateful to have been involved in the 
development of a growing ACT community in New York City. We’ve been 
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steadily developing new opportunities for therapists who are seeking training 
in mindfulness and acceptance– based therapy. During this time, my consul-
tation with Kelly Wilson has been particularly important to developing an 
understanding of how fundamental behavioral processes can unfold into the 
awe- inspiring human capacity for compassion.

Along with this scientific study, some of my most profound lessons have 
taken place in spiritual contexts, such as my ongoing work with Buddhist 
and Central Asian meditation traditions, and on extended music and medi-
tation retreats led by the English guitarist Robert Fripp. Currently, my per-
sonal spiritual studies have returned to Zen, yoga, and Tibetan Buddhism; 
however, I’ve found that all forms of meditative and psychotherapy practice 
I’ve encountered have had their usefulness. There are certain principles 
regarding how we can interact with our inner selves and the world around 
us in ways that contribute to our well- being. At the heart of these principles, 
again and again, is the importance of compassion.

In the middle of this activity, some six years ago, Dr. Leahy introduced 
me to Professor Paul Gilbert, a good friend of his. This introduction radically 
affected my professional and personal life; Professor Gilbert is a master of 
the topics of evolutionary psychology and the neuroscience of emotion and 
is also deeply involved in exploring how Buddhist concepts, such as compas-
sion and mindfulness, can be used outside the bounds of strictly spiritual 
settings and linked to modern psychological science. He has done a great 
deal of work on shame and self- criticism and has found that people who are 
prone to feeling shameful and critical of themselves also have a hard time 
being open to the compassion of others and to the idea of developing self- 
compassion,4 which they see as a weakness or even something to be fright-
ened of. So, compassion, and especially developing self- compassion, became 
a key focus for his work, because evidence was pointing to the fact that our 
brains work much more efficiently and are much more able to remain on 
an even keel if we surround ourselves with people who are kind, supportive, 
and compassionate.5

When I began to read Paul’s work, I had the sense that many threads 
of my professional life were being woven together in his new approach: 
compassion- focused therapy (CFT), which builds on the insights and devel-
opments of a variety of fields in psychotherapy but in particular on CBT. It 
draws on what research is telling us about how our brains process emotion 
and the way our brains have evolved to require certain social inputs, and it 
draws on Eastern psychology’s history of mind training. Paul believes, as I 
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do, that before you can fix something you need to know how it works, and 
that can come only from the science. We began to correspond and collabo-
rate, and for a number of subsequent years CFT became a central aspect of 
my own clinical work, research, and writing.

After we worked on a chapter and an article together, I visited Paul in 
Derby in the United Kingdom to take part in his training and to discuss 
CFT in greater depth. I was accompanied by Russell Kolts, who’s now study-
ing and writing about how compassionate mind training can help patients 
overcome problems with anger and uncontrollable rage. I was fascinated 
by the possibilities that CFT provided, and the time spent with Paul and 
Russell again broadened my perspective to the humbling, healing power of 
mindful compassion. It was when I was with them that the idea for this book 
emerged. I’ve been very lucky to build a relationship with Paul and with 
Russell, who’ve fueled my dedication to this work.

I’d like to acknowledge Kristin Neff and Christopher Germer for the 
groundbreaking work they’ve conducted on self- compassion, as well as Lynne 
Henderson, Chris Irons, and Kenn Goss for the significant advances they’ve 
made in applications of CFT. These folks are part of a growing community 
within psychological science that understands the importance of compassion 
to our well- being. Of course, I’m deeply grateful for the help of the editors 
of this book, Professor Paul Gilbert and Fritha Saunders. I’d also like to 
take a moment to recognize the wisdom and compassion that I’ve learned 
from clients, close colleagues such as Dr Laura Silberstein, students, and my 
family— John, Leah, Lily, Neal, and Jaclyn— as well as my mother, Janet, 
truly my first teacher in compassion.

HOW THIS BOOK IS STRUCTURED
Given that you’re holding this book, it’s likely you’ve had some trouble with 
anxiety at some point in your life. My hope is that the practices I describe 
will open the way to greater self- compassion, well- being, and a growing 
capacity to bring mindful awareness and kindness into your life, moment 
by moment.

It may be useful for you to have a pen and paper or special notebook 
nearby so that you can record any observations you may have as you read 
this book and so that you can complete or copy some of the exercises.
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This book is divided into two parts: part I provides background infor-
mation that explores the evolutionary nature of anxiety and how it oper-
ates. Part II examines how we’re able to soothe our anxiety by experiencing 
a sense of safety, contentment, and calm. You’ll learn of the sometimes- 
untapped capacities we have to alleviate our anxiety using our intuitive 
wisdom, courage, and compassion. Part II also provides detailed, workable, 
and user- friendly techniques based on CFT to help you overcome your 
anxiety. The most significant techniques in this section are called compas-
sionate mind training; they aim to help you balance the way you regulate 
your emotions and in particular (but not exclusively) stimulate the system in 
your brain that helps you feel safe and connected (what we call “affiliated”) 
with others and with your own compassionate self.

CFT uses imagery and visualization techniques adapted from Buddhist 
practices as well as modern CBT techniques. It’s deeply important that, 
during this process, you imagine having a very good friend with you— one 
who cares completely about you and wants to see you prosper.

In CFT we talk a lot about building the capacity for compassion, to 
prepare you for the work ahead. If you want to run a marathon you should 
train for it gradually and deliberately, rather than simply attempt it one day. 
Developing the ability to accept, regulate, and cope with anxiety follows a 
similar course of training.

The aim of part II is to provide a practical, reliable, and repeatable 
program to help you develop a compassionate mind when you feel anxious 
or distressed.

—Dennis Tirch, 2011
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1

The Emergence of Anxiety

Anxiety is one of the most common problems that people face. Many 
rather ordinary activities may provoke anxiety: applying for a job, 
taking an exam, meeting new people. There’s potential for anxiety 

in almost everything around us. You won’t be surprised when I tell you that 
working as a cognitive behavioral psychotherapist in the heart of midtown 
Manhattan, I’ve spent a lot of time in the presence of a wide variety of types 
of anxiety. Manhattan is one of those busy metropolitan cities that can seem 
obsessed with getting things done, and it’s crowded with people hurrying 
along the streets. It’s easy to imagine the almost mythical promise of oppor-
tunity, laced with the experience of lightning- paced stress, linked to expec-
tations and deadlines. Just outside my window, the pavement is heaving with 
people rushing around in pursuit of their goals, many chatting or texting on 
their cell phones. Even if I close my eyes, the pulsing sound of the traffic, 
the occasional siren, the beeping horns, and the constant hum of activity 
reverberates through the windows and walls.

It was in this city, packed into a crowded subway car, that one of my 
clients— we’ll call her Jennifer— first encountered the depth and intensity of 
her own experience of anxiety.

Jennifer was deeply committed to her work as a preschool teacher, 
and she’d held her heartfelt dedication to helping young children for 
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as long as she could remember. She had high standards for herself 
and was a caring and conscientious person. Her students and their 
families were lucky to have such a teacher in their lives. As she sat 
on the subway one morning, with every one of her lessons carefully 
planned and her smart phone with her schedule in perfect order, she 
seemed in control of her life.

But that particular morning, as she looked around at her densely 
packed fellow passengers and felt the clacking and vibrating of the 
train, Jennifer began to feel as if it were difficult to take a deep 
breath. This seemed odd— and worrisome. She began to pay close 
attention to this strange sensation, and as she did, her chest began 
to feel tight and constricted.

Oh, God, she thought. What’s happening? Am I freaking out or 
something? Am I coming down with the flu?

Suddenly, she felt trapped, as if the train were closing in on 
her, with no possibility of escape. As these thoughts began to race 
through her mind, she continued to frantically check for signs that 
she was becoming ill— or worse. She grew dizzy and began to panic. 
Her brow began to bead with sweat, and she told herself: I need to 
get out of here! What if I can’t escape? Get me out. Startling herself, 
she began to cry. She covered her face, and as soon as the train 
reached the next stop she pushed her way through the thick cluster 
of other exiting passengers and ran up the stairs to the street.

As she emerged into daylight and fresh air, Jennifer was still far 
from her stop, and this meant that she’d certainly be late for work. 
Disoriented, she looked around for a taxi, but there was none to 
be found. She felt waves of shame and embarrassment: she didn’t 
understand how she could have lost control so intensely, so sud-
denly. Worries about being fired, or at least chided in front of her 
colleagues for her lateness, percolated in her imagination. Stunned, 
she barely managed to straighten her typically perfectly pressed and 
professional clothes and make her way to the school. Although she 
felt mortified to make the call, later that day she contacted my office 
and sought help for what she felt was potentially crippling anxiety. 
I can clearly recall our first telephone chat; every word she spoke 
seemed steeped in fear and self- criticism. Jennifer didn’t seem to be 
kind and understanding toward her painful experience; instead she 
asked herself: How could this have happened to me when I’m so very 
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careful and have worked so hard to be in control? What’s wrong with 
me? Am I going crazy? Have I lost it? Can anything help? This wasn’t 
the first time she’d felt trapped and panicked, and the fear of there 
being something wrong with her and that it was out of her control 
seemed to spin her around in spirals of anxiety.

Over the course of a year, Jennifer and I worked together to help her deal 
with what proved to be severe panic attacks and chronic worries. In time, we 
discovered that what proved most helpful was a special kind of mental train-
ing that involved the cultivation of an open, receptive, and nonjudgmental 
acceptance of herself, just as she was, at each moment. We focused on her 
self- criticism and her sense that something was wrong with her— a feeling of 
some inner flaw, so common in people who struggle with anxiety. Jennifer 
worked as hard at her psychotherapy as she had at other aspects of her life, 
but this therapeutic work didn’t involve striving or rushing and, oddly for 
her, didn’t really involve her being in control. Her therapy involved deliber-
ately adopting an attitude of loving- kindness toward herself— of being wise 
and understanding about her anxiety based on what she’d learned about 
how anxiety works. She learned to find her “inner friend,” who offered 
support and validation in difficult circumstances. From this secure base of 
self- compassion, she learned how to mindfully pay attention to her present- 
moment experiences and how to engage in a life of meaning and purpose.

Jennifer discovered that when she was self- critical, her inner voice was 
often harsh, angry, and even contemptuous— no friend at all! Having this 
negatively imbalanced emotional sense of herself was undermining and sig-
nificantly increased her experience of stress, anxiety, and shame. After all, 
when we’re stressed, criticism— whether it comes from within or without— is 
only going to make us feel more stressed. There’s nothing soothing, reas-
suring, encouraging, or supportive about self- criticism, and one of the most 
important elements of Jennifer’s therapy was the development of her ability 
to recognize her critical voice as it arose. From here, she was able to learn 
how to respond to herself with a more supportive, encouraging, warm, and 
compassionate voice. As Jennifer learned, compassion isn’t about weakness 
or some fluffy “niceness”; it’s about how we develop the courage and strength 
to engage with, and deal with, those things that are difficult for us to do. 
This friendly inner voice will in turn help us pursue our most valued aims 
and deal with both our so- called failures and our successes.

In time, Jennifer found that the deep reservoir of empathy and care 
she’d reserved for her students was also available for herself. Self- compassion 
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emerged as a powerful presence in her life; she learned to live with occa-
sional feelings of anxiety and to understand that feelings of anxiety are an 
inevitable, and sometimes valuable, part of life. Through her regular practice 
of mental training, in and out of her therapy sessions, Jennifer learned to 
remain calm when in the storm of anxious thoughts and feelings that some-
times moved through her mind and body.

For example, if she had to lead her class in front of the school adminis-
trator and an outside evaluator, she’d often become physically anxious and 
experience tension and shortness of breath before the class began. Her mind 
would generate all sorts of “what if” thoughts and worries: What if I freeze? 
What if I don’t seem confident? But eventually Jennifer learned to divert atten-
tion from these thoughts by gently drawing attention to the present moment, 
by focusing on the flow of her breath into and out of her body. She learned 
also to focus some of her attention on the soles of her feet, so that she could 
feel strong and grounded by her connection to the earth; thus, she created 
a new way of “being with” her anxiety while still engaging in what mattered 
most to her: being a teacher.

Based on her training, when anxiety began to arise, Jennifer would take 
a moment to acknowledge her feelings and then gain perspective on the 
situation that was unfolding before her. In such times, Jennifer became able 
to remind herself of the value of her work, and she’d remind herself of her 
intention to help her students. If she had to lead her class under an evalu-
ator’s close and watchful eye, Jennifer would tell herself: Teaching means so 
very much to me, and I want to do well and be dedicated to my students and 
this school. I understand that my mind is on guard against threats, given that 
I’ve always found public scrutiny pretty scary, but I know this is just a natural, 
human response. In this moment, I understand that it’s not a fault if I feel some 
fear, which I can ride as if it were a wave. I can be kind to myself and do what 
matters most to me. I’m going to face this situation and take care of my students. 
Jennifer learned to consciously surround herself with warmth, courage, and 
self- acceptance, and this deliberate activation of self- compassion awakened 
in her the instinctive emotion- regulation system that allows us to feel safe, 
protected, and secure in the presence of a responsive, kind, and nurtur-
ing caregiver. This provided Jennifer with just enough emotional space to 
engage in her lesson, despite her apprehension.

The type of mental training we worked on together is known as compas-
sionate mind training (CMT), and this book aims to bring this training to 
you. Over the past several years I’ve worked with many clients like Jennifer 
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who were striving intensely to be happy in a highly stressful, competitive 
environment. A great many of these clients have entered my consultation 
room and have begun their psychotherapy while suffering from debilitating 
levels of anxiety, which whispers worries in their minds and creates dread-
ful imaginary scenarios of nightmarish tomorrows. Such scenarios interrupt 
their moments of calm and drive up their heart rates, shorten their breath, 
alter the rhythm of their breathing, and may even make them feel dizzy. As 
a result, the joys of life and the simple pleasures of the present moment are 
all too often swept away in waves of anxiety and negative predictions.

THE EXPERIENCE OF ANXIETY
The word “anxiety” comes from the Latin anxius, which means “a feeling 
of agitation and upset.” Today, the term “anxiety” encompasses an array of 
ways in which we pay attention, feel physically, and behave, and these have 
evolved to help us deal with possible threats in our environment. 

The first way we might experience anxiety is in the way we feel physi-
cally. For example, when you last felt anxious, how did it feel to you in 
your body? What were your physical sensations? Did you have a tingling in 
your fingers? Or did your stomach tighten? Perhaps your breathing became 
shallow. Sometimes these physical sensations can themselves make us 
feel anxious— as if we become anxious about feeling anxious! When that 
happens, people tend to start monitoring how their bodies feel, yet their 
anxiety is likely to increase the more they pay attention to it.

If you were to give a one- word label to the emotion that shows up in 
your mind and in the way you feel physically when you feel anxious, what 
might it be? Fear? Anxiety? Frustration? Shame? Sadness? If so, you may 
understand that the brain translates the physical sensations of anxiety into 
a complex, uniquely human form of experience that we call emotion. Our 
five senses blend with memories, stories about ourselves, and our history of 
thoughts and beliefs to produce an emotional experience in the moment.

Imagine that you apply for a job and are selected for a five- step interview 
process, in which you must submit to five interviews, each with a different 
person. In the first four interviews, when you enter the room the inter-
viewer looks friendly; he or she smiles and welcomes you and seems warm 
and curious. However, the fifth interviewer— who introduces himself as Mr. 
Sharcke— seems cold, and his manner is abrupt. He looks at you with dead 
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eyes, completely expressionless. His utter lack of warmth is unnerving, and 
you’re not sure how to read him; you sense hostility. Mr. Scharcke— you half 
wonder whether if he were to smile you’d see rows of pointy teeth.

Which of these interviews would be the one that generates the most 
tension and draws more of your attention? Which interview would be most 
on your mind? Which one would you most likely be brooding over or talking 
about with your friends at the end of the day?

Similar to Mr. Sharcke, thoughts or images about things that frighten 
us are the most distracting, and we tend to focus on them more than we 
focus on thoughts or images that calm us. Additionally, we tend to pay close 
attention to and remember threats that we’ve perceived.1 This means that 
we have what we call a threat- detection system, and it has evolved to be 
always on and to operate in a “better safe than sorry” mode.

Anxiety is one of the most prevalent and challenging forms of human 
suffering, and it can vary in intensity from mild tension and apprehension 
to feelings of fear and terror. Anxiety may make us want to run away or 
scream. It may make us feel heartbroken; it may make us collapse in a pro-
tective, tight ball; or it may make us simply go quiet. At times, feelings of 
pain and shame about anxiety may be so great that we may actually wish to 
die in order to escape. 

During periods of anxiety, our thinking is focused on threats of potential 
harm and loss, and we can feel an urgent need to run, avoid, freeze, or faint. 
These responses can be triggered very rapidly and often well before we’re 
aware of it happening. We don’t choose to have flushes of anxiety— they’re 
part of our physiological makeup that has evolved over millions of years to 
protect us from possibly harmful situations. Later, we’ll look at this evolu-
tionary history in greater detail, exploring why it is that we might operate 
with this always- on threat- detection process humming within us. And this 
book will teach you how to undermine the pervasiveness of the threat- 
detection system and reclaim your life through compassion and acceptance.

TYPES OF ANXIETY
Every person has a unique, unfolding relationship with his environment. Our 
distinct personal histories and our moment- to- moment experiences all inter-
act with and influence our emotions, thoughts, and actions. Accordingly, 
we can notice the differences between us in terms of how anxiety might 
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show up, and also how we might respond to anxious feelings that are unique 
to and varied in each of us. These variations may relate to what causes 
us anxiety, how easily our anxiety is triggered, how intense our anxiety is, 
how frequent it is, the ways we physically and psychologically experience 
the anxiety, how long the anxiety lasts, and correspondingly how easily or 
quickly we calm down after becoming anxious.

We also know that anxiety takes many different forms. For example, 
some people can have intense and sudden physical symptoms, known as 
panic attacks, that appear to come out of the blue and flush the person 
with a frightening sense of impending catastrophe. Sometimes the panic is 
focused on a physical concern, such as fear of having a heart attack. Such 
symptoms as accelerated heart rate, hyperventilation, and catastrophic pre-
dictions about death or going insane are common in people who struggle 
with panic attacks. Other people, however, can suffer from more general-
ized anxiety, in which they experience worries throughout the day about a 
variety of situations. Generalized anxiety can involve hours lost to immer-
sion in negative predictions. Individuals who feel this way may rarely feel 
safe or fully content.

People with social anxiety can become particularly concerned about 
social situations, fearing that people might see them as inadequate or infe-
rior and, as a consequence, reject or avoid them. Yet other people focus 
their attention on the way they feel physically— on their bodily lumps and 
bumps— constantly worrying about illness and disease. And then there are 
what we call specific phobias, which are anxieties over specific things, such 
as spiders, snakes, or heights. While these categories might seem like neat 
little boxes within which we can classify different sets of problems, in actual-
ity many of us suffer from more than one of these problems.

Anxiety is an important and essential emotion; however, when anxiety 
causes significant distress or when anxious behavior impairs a person’s ability 
to function— when anxiety negatively affects a person’s life— we call this an 
anxiety disorder.

When we look at statistical evidence, we find that people with anxiety 
disorders are more likely to experience clinical depression2 and that high 
levels of anxiety are associated with a range of health problems, such as car-
diovascular difficulties, high blood pressure, diabetes, and chronic fatigue.3 
People who suffer from an anxiety disorder are up to five times more likely 
to visit their doctor, and they’re up to six times more likely to be hospitalized 
for psychiatric reasons.4 If, like so many of us, you’ve lived with high levels 
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of anxiety, just reading these statistics probably makes you feel even more 
anxious! But this book will help you understand that anxiety doesn’t have to 
lead to such consequences, while at the same time helping you understand 
how important it is to realize the ways that anxiety can affect our lives.

Think about how high levels of anxiety can affect interpersonal rela-
tionships; for example, people might have a fear of abandonment and fear 
of upsetting others and so, instead of dealing with conflicts by being honest 
and open, they become submissive, which makes them anxious. The trouble 
is that the things they’re unhappy with don’t just go away by themselves, and 
resentment over feeling submissive, neglected, or disempowered then mixes 
with anxiety and apprehension, which in turn interferes with the ability to 
be comfortable in relationships. People with anxiety disorders often experi-
ence irritability, are easily distracted, are visibly agitated during social inter-
actions, and focus excessively on themselves. Understandably, these sorts of 
problems also may affect the quality of their relationships.

HOW COMMON IS ANXIETY?
According to the initial findings of the World Health Organization’s global 
mental health survey,5 anxiety disorders are the most common psychiatric 
disorder in all but one of the twenty- six countries included in the survey. 
Nearly 30 percent of Americans will suffer from an anxiety disorder at some 
point in their lives, and anxiety disorders represent nearly 33 percent of the 
entire cost of mental health treatment in the United States.6 Considerably 
more people will suffer from problematic anxiety that might not reach the 
level of a “full disorder.”

The vast majority of people with anxiety problems don’t come forward 
for help, partly because they feel ashamed and partly because they feel 
anxious about the therapeutic process itself: they may be afraid of being pre-
scribed medication; they may fear social stigma; or they may just be afraid 
of discussing and facing their fears in the presence of someone else. Other 
people may not be aware of the existence of effective treatment for anxiety.



2

What Is Anxiety, and 
How Has It Evolved?

Many of my clients are pretty clever— they’re quick to ask me why 
anxiety shows up in the ways that it does and how it is that we 
seem to be programmed to experience it so intensely at times. 

“Haven’t we evolved beyond need for this emotion?” they ask. “It’s not as if 
a saber- toothed tiger might be creeping up on us. And why do we still have 
this emotion as a reaction to things known to us, things we know to be 
nonthreatening?”

When my clients ask whether they might be able to get rid of their 
anxiety altogether, I often ask them what they think would happen if we 
could totally, miraculously “zap” their capacity for threat detection out of 
their minds with some sort of ray. If we did this, what would they be left 
with as an early warning system of possible threats or dangers? When they 
thought of it this way, many of my clients realized that, if they didn’t have 
the early warning system, they’d possibly end up being plowed over by a bus 
or even a bicycle courier as she weaves her way quietly and at high speed 
through traffic.

For now, though, imagine our ancestors, those early human cave- 
dwellers, out hunting in the wild. In this situation, a flash of movement in 
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the underbrush might indicate that a vicious predator was about to pounce. 
This would set our ancestors’ hearts racing as they immediately prepared 
to flee. Those who had a sharp enough threat- detection system would be 
more likely to survive than those who weren’t so anxious or afraid, who 
might then wind up in the belly of a saber- toothed tiger. Those who sur-
vived would pass their threat- detection genes to their children, and so it 
stands to reason that we wouldn’t be here at all if we hadn’t emerged from 
a long line of anxious living beings. But saber- toothed tigers aren’t the only 
threats to be on the lookout for— we may be injured by falling or by getting 
into fights, or we may become ill by eating or drinking noxious substances. 
In fact, threats and dangers to our physical and psychological health come 
in many shapes and sizes, and all of those threats need to be detected and 
dealt with; however, the human brain has only one basic system for orga-
nizing the bodily processes of threat— it’s not adaptable to each different 
type of threat. So, this means that whether you’re anxious about meeting 
new people, anxious about being chased down dark alleys by tigers, anxious 
about losing your wallet on vacation, or anxious about becoming ill and 
dying, your basic threat- detection system will stimulate increased anxiety 
and give you that dreadful bodily sense of anxiety and fear.

BETTER SAFE THAN SORRY…
Our bodies respond to and deal with threats in our environment in a way 
similar to that of airport security: nothing much gets through to be pro-
cessed until the threat- detection system has decided it’s safe. This system 
is quick to arouse and slow to relax. As an example, imagine that you’re 
walking home alone at night. You hear a sound behind you— your heart 
rate jumps, but as you keep walking, you realize that you’re not in danger. 
However, your threat- detection system is still on. It needs an outlet, and so 
it begins to focus on that lump in your arm that wasn’t there yesterday or 
the possibility that your partner will be in a bad mood when you get home— 
many different types of small triggers can have big effects on us. The threat- 
detection system is also similar to a factory default setting, in that its first 
reaction is to be sensitive to possible threats, in all shapes and sizes.

Once the threat- detection system is activated, certain response systems 
are set in motion. One well- known system, which you may have heard of, is 
the “fight, flight, or freeze” system, whereby our bodies and impulses opt for 
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either a quick escape, aggressive action to protect ourselves, or doing neither 
and freezing on the spot. We don’t choose to do any of these— the way our 
bodies react is instinctive.

Another defensive strategy is to turn to caregivers for comfort and pro-
tection if anxiety or fear arises. Our brains have evolved to make us feel 
calmer and more settled when we’re in the presence of people who care for 
us and whom we think of as protectors. We can see this when we watch how 
children go to their parents, or their nearest caregivers, for a cuddle when 
they’re upset. Compassion and the kindness of others helps us regulate our 
hair- trigger threat- response system, which helps regulate our anxiety and in 
turn helps us function in our day- to- day lives. As we’ll see later, children 
need the care and affection of their caregivers and friends to help them 
settle down their threat- detection system, as well as teach them how to regu-
late it themselves and develop their ability to do and confront things that 
may seem frightening.

Although we might often recognize that our caregivers are crucial to our 
ability to learn how to cope with anxieties, our friends are also important, 
particularly as we grow into our teenage years. These people, our caregivers 
and friends, are called attachment figures. They activate what’s called our 
“soothing response” and shape our ability to regulate anxiety. We learn from 
them. In our teens, our friends are likely to be the ones we will go with to 
our first parties; they will encourage us to do healthy things, and sometimes 
dangerous things, as we face new situations and potentially anxiety- inducing 
social demands.

Our “affiliation system,” which involves our experience of others caring 
for and about us, is crucial to our ability to respond to anxiety. Compassion- 
focused therapy (CFT) continually highlights the importance of strengthen-
ing the affiliation system from the outside and from within ourselves, and 
that’s why we’ll focus on self- compassion- generating exercises later.

I often tell my patients that they were born with an “Always On, Better- 
Safe- Than- Sorry Problem- Solving Machine” in their minds. Let’s follow this 
idea in more detail to help us understand why we may feel overwhelmed by 
anxiety.

Just for a moment, imagine that you are a rabbit chomping on some 
carrots in a vegetable patch somewhere near your warren. Imagine next that, 
suddenly, you hear a sound in the bushes or see a flash of movement close 
by. What’s the best thing to do? Is this the time to relax and enjoy the cool 
breeze on your fur? No. This is not the time to chill out, bunny style. Nor 
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should you spend too much time thinking about whether what you sensed 
is or isn’t a threat. This is the time to assume there is a threat and to make 
a break for your rabbithole, as fast as possible. Even if that ominous sound 
was nothing serious, nine times out of ten, or ninety- nine times out of a 
hundred, it’s still better to run, because that sound could have been alerting 
you, quite literally, to your impending death. One of my colleagues1 uses a 
phrase from evolutionary psychology to describe this scenario, and it has 
stuck with me as a way to remember the importance of our threat- detection 
system: “You can skip lunch many times, but you can be lunch only once.”

Have you ever watched birds feeding on a lawn? You will see them peck 
for a few moments, stop, look around, peck again, stop, look around— and 
very small sounds and movements will startle them and they will fly away, 
leaving the food behind. You might think How sad that they don’t feel more 
relaxed and can’t just enjoy their meal; however, as far as we know, the birds 
aren’t feeling sorry for themselves; they are simply working with their always-
 on threat- detection system and being kept alive with their “better safe than 
sorry” behavior. Who knows when they’ll be pounced on by that tabby from 
next door?

In some contexts, our brains will take very few risks, because the “hard-
ware” of our brains’ “better safe than sorry” threat- detection system is com-
bined with the “software” of our personal and individual history. We know 
that we often develop unrealistic estimates of how dangerous the world may 
be; for example, if you ask people the chance of being robbed or physically 
attacked, they tend to overestimate.

There is an important implication in this: strange as it may seem, our 
brains are designed to make mistakes, in that they are designed to regularly 
overestimate the possibility of threats. Why? Because doing so increases our 
chances of survival.

We also know that our threat- detection system can take control of the 
direction and quality of our attention. Imagine that it’s the winter holiday 
season and you’re shopping for presents in an outdoor mall. It’s crowded and 
cold, but you’re feeling fairly happy, since you’re doing something nice for your 
friends and family. You go to ten shops. In nine shops, people are extremely 
kind and helpful and you’ve been able to find exactly the right gifts. You come 
out of each shop feeling pleased; however, in one of the shops the assistant 
is very rude and unhelpful. You feel irritated and angry with her and leave 
feeling annoyed, and without a present. Which shop assistant do think you’ll 
remember at the end of the day? Which one would you talk about with your 
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partner or friends? Chances are your attention will focus on the one person 
who annoyed you rather than the 90 percent who were kind and helpful. This 
is normal— our brains are designed by evolution to focus on and remember 
the things that are negative, threatening, and blocking us. And this is why we 
need to train our minds to pay attention to the whole picture and recognize 
that sometimes we ignore, or tune out, the positive, helpful things.

Once we become anxious, our minds tend to stay in or return to anxious 
moments in order to look for confirmation of what we believe to be impend-
ing danger. They do this in many ways; for example, your threat- detection 
system can produce thoughts and images that just pop into your head, even 
when you are in situations that appear calm. Sometimes these thoughts seem 
strange to us, and we don’t understand why they are showing up. For this 
reason, they’re called intrusive thoughts. Imagine, for a moment, that you had 
an argument with your boss that was resolved, although it didn’t end perfectly. 
Isn’t it likely that such an argument would be replayed over and over again in 
your mind? Here’s another example: After you watch a horror film, you might 
find disturbing images popping back into your mind even when you don’t 
want them. Those images might make you feel frightened or uneasy, even 
though you know they’re only from a film and not real life. This aspect of 
being frightened by our memories and by certain images even when we know 
they are not accurate shows us that our brains can produce stimuli that make 
us feel anxious even when we know, rationally, that we should feel calm. 
This is why sometimes simply relying on rationality doesn’t work. We will 
come back to this, but my point now is that one of the key features of a well- 
functioning human brain is that it will give priority to focusing on threats and 
thinking about self- protection, even over and above rationality itself.

It is sometimes said that cognitive therapy (from which CFT borrows 
many techniques) is all about looking at the evidence for and against our 
negative thoughts, and finding out the truth of our thinking; however, it 
may not always be helpful or convenient to test the truth of our think-
ing. It may be more useful or easier to base our behavior on what works, 
moment by moment. After all, if you have to escape from the sixth floor of 
a burning apartment building via the fire escape, it’s probably not the most 
helpful strategy to look down and focus on the fact that if you fall, you’ll 
die.2 Instead, you should focus on what can help you climb down or get away 
so that you are most likely to survive. So even when your threat- detection 
system is giving you perfectly accurate information (if you fall, you’ll die), it’s 
not always the most helpful or compassionate thing to focus on.
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EVOLUTION AND FORMS OF ANXIETY
Many fears and anxieties are learned in some way, whether they’re widely 
shared or highly individual. There are some fears that evolution has made 
sure we can acquire very easily, such as fear of snakes and fear of spiders, 
even though the fact is that most of you reading this are far more likely to be 
killed or injured by electricity or by slipping on a wet floor than by a snake 
or a spider. However, electricity and wet floors haven’t been around for very 
long (compared to snakes and spiders) and haven’t affected our evolution; 
thus, we need a lot of personal experience to develop a fear of them. A fear 
of snakes or spiders is a common anxiety based on the experiences of our 
ancestors.

Examples of How Our Current Fears Relate to 
Threats That Our Evolutionary Ancestors Faced3

Current Fear Threats Throughout Evolution

Fear of snakes/spiders Difficult to detect and potentially dangerous 
in our natural ancestral environment

Agoraphobia Dangerous environment and too distant from 
a safe base

Claustrophobia Being trapped in confined spaces and places

Social anxiety Social put- down and rejection

Paranoia Group attack or rejection, abandonment from 
group protection

Hypochondria Threat to physical health

Compulsive disorder Potential contaminants/illness/disease and 
also avoidance of spreading disease

Obsessive disorder Having made errors or done harm

General anxiety Dangerous environments
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One of the reasons we like going to the cinema or watching films at 
home is that the story lines allow us to see and identify with other people 
who have anxieties and fears and who are facing dangers and hopefully 
coping with them; however, we can also acquire phobias in this way, through 
observation. The psychologists and anxiety experts Michael Cook and Susan 
Mineka4 ran a series of experiments in the 1980s that showed to one group 
of monkeys another group of monkeys who were frightened of a toy snake 
when it was presented to them. The observing group learned to become sim-
ilarly frightened when toy snakes were introduced to their cage. The observ-
ing group were also shown another group of monkeys that were reacting 
fearfully to a flower; however, the observing group showed no fear when the 
flower was introduced to their own cage. It was thought that perhaps they 
may have had experiences with other plants and could recognize a flower as 
harmless. Whatever the exact mechanisms involved were, these experiments 
showed that monkeys’ evolutionary history with snakes had likely primed 
them— and other primates like them, such as us humans— to be more likely 
to acquire a fear of snakes, even by observation of others acting fearfully, 
than they might learn to fear something harmless, such as a flower.

This is particularly significant in the context of concerns about TV 
and other media that increasingly focus on violence or on shaming and 
rejecting people in competitions that throw out a contestant each week, for 
example. It’s unclear what the impact of such programs is, apart from telling 
us that we are constantly being judged and can easily be found wanting. 
This is unfortunate, given that the fear of social rejection is a major source 
of anxiety for humans because our survival has depended on acceptance and 
sharing, and given also that our fears are often shaped and easily developed 
by our current social environment.

Remember Jennifer and her first panic attack, on the subway? Well, 
entrapment is a natural danger to humans, and if we are in a state of 
anxiety, tired, or stressed, our brains tend to flick through our files of poten-
tial dangers, spot one that seems to fit, and then set off the alarm. This 
sounds like what may have happened with Jennifer, who was already in an 
anxious state: her brain likened the experience of being in a closed subway 
car to being trapped and, as a result, pushed the alarm button. This is why 
she found relief when she went out into the fresh air. In fact, it’s common for 
people to become claustrophobic if they’re already slightly anxious. In some 
ways what’s more extraordinary is the fact that people by the millions go to 
work on trains and subways, often crushed together!
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But just as we can learn that something is dangerous, we can also learn 
that something that triggers our threat- detection system is safe. This is 
fundamental to our understanding of how we can regulate our senses and 
regulate our threat- response system: if you’ve experienced a high degree of 
anxiety in a certain situation, it’s likely that being in that situation again, or 
even being in a similar situation, will trigger your threat response. If when I 
was a child I suffered an embarrassing failure in delivering a speech about 
ancient history, I still may quiver a bit when I have to stand before a group 
of colleagues and speak about sales figures, for example.

To really understand how we learn our patterns of response to anxiety, 
we need to look at how we and other animals learn from our interactions 
with our environments.

Anxiety Learned by Association
So far, a great deal of what we’ve discussed has been about the way we 

have evolved to be able to react to and deal with threats in our environ-
ment; however, we have also evolved to easily acquire feelings of anxiety and 
physical and mental responses to those feelings.

Behavioral scientists often describe two basic learning processes that 
contribute to the way we learn to respond to situations. The first is often 
called classical conditioning and was discovered by the Russian physiolo-
gist Ivan Pavlov (1849– 1936), who became interested in how our stomachs 
respond to food or to the promise of food. It was well known that the smell 
of food could make dogs salivate; what Pavlov discovered was that if he 
regularly sounded a bell before giving the dogs their dinner, the dogs would 
begin to salivate at the sound, regardless of whether food was produced 
afterward. Normally, the ringing bell would not make an animal salivate, 
but these dogs had acquired that physical response (salivating) because of an 
association (the sound of the bell signaling that food would be dished out).

“Classical conditioning,” or learning by association, has become impor-
tant to our understanding of anxiety because we have found that our threat- 
response system responds not only to perceived threats, but also to things we 
associate with perceived threats. This is called generalization, or discrimina-
tion learning. Suppose that every time a bell was rung, Pavlov’s dogs were 
given a mild electric shock instead of food. Rather than a tail- wagging, sali-
vating, “where’s my food?” response, the dogs would then develop a cowering 
fear response to the bell. This fearful response to the ringing of the bell is 
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known as “aversive” conditioning, but it is still learning by association. And 
from this we can see that the bell can acquire any kind of physiological 
effect depending on what it’s paired, or associated, with, and this means that 
almost any neutral stimulus, such as a bell, can create physiological reactions 
in us because of what we’ve linked it with, or what it has been linked to, pre-
viously. Likewise, if something has caused you anxiety in the past, you will 
associate this certain something— be it a hairy spider, giving a speech, or 
a crowded train— with threat in the future. Your brain and threat- response 
system have learned to react to it with anxiety.

Here’s a different scenario: Imagine that you’re a child sleeping lightly 
in your bed, when suddenly you’re awakened by the smashing of a window 
in another room. Sensing the hurried, purposeful, rumbling movement of a 
team of burglars, you automatically feel fear and a desire to get to safety. In 
such a situation you might learn to associate some of the other elements of 
the environment, such as the time of night, the furniture in the room, or 
the ticking of the clock, with this moment of danger and terror. Later in 
life, your fear from that situation might generalize into anxiety when you 
go to bed or into a startled response to noises outside of your bedroom. As 
a result, you might fear going back to bed; thus, as a result of this burglary 
you learn, or are “conditioned,” to fear your bedroom because what you felt 
when you were there (fear) is something you associate with the burglary. An 
otherwise neutral element of the environment (your bedroom) has become 
associated with a frightening event (a burglary).

Okay. So now you know that anxiety can be triggered because of what 
you’ve learned in the past. But you should also understand that anxiety 
can be triggered without any learning at all, which includes our responses 
to such things as sudden loud noises; aggressive, threatening people; large 
open spaces; animals coming toward us; and heights— our basic anxiety 
responses can be associated with all kinds of things. Let’s look at another 
example. Imagine a child— let’s call him Fred— whose father was aggressive 
and who, if Fred had made him angry, would send him to his room to wait; 
then, eventually, Fred’s dad would enter the room, scream at him, and beat 
him. Understandably, Fred was very anxious when he waited in his room 
for his father to deliver the abuse. When Fred grew up, one day he went to 
see a new doctor for a checkup. He walked into the examination room and 
immediately began to feel overwhelming anxiety. Not knowing exactly what 
was happening or why, he was very alarmed and disoriented; however, after 
a few moments, it dawned on him that the wallpaper in the exam room was 
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similar to the wallpaper in his boyhood room. Through associative learning 
and classical conditioning, Fred had unconsciously remembered how he felt 
when he was a child, and this memory helped to recreate his physical and 
mental feelings of anxiety.

This “body memory,” as we now call it, can be somewhat controversial 
because it is sometimes used to support theories about repressed memories. 
In CFT we aren’t really concerned with these, and when we use the term 
“body memory,” we simply mean the way that our nervous system, via our 
physical body and our mental functioning— our brains— can involuntarily 
invoke a response that we have learned and which we then physically feel. 
It can be triggered by any of the senses: sight, hearing, taste, smell, or touch.

Here’s another example. Imagine you’re at a party. You enjoy a beer or 
a piece of cake, but within a little while you feel quite ill, and soon you’re 
vomiting violently. Eventually you recover, and after a few weeks you’ve for-
gotten about it at the conscious level. You go to another party, but as you 
step through the door somebody gives you a beer or a piece of cake. What 
do you think happens to your body? Just the smell of the beer or the sight of 
the cake could give you a flash of nausea; your body remembers immediately. 
Because you “forgot” the previous incident, you might not be able to fully 
understand your reaction to something seemingly harmless.

A part of the brain called the amygdala is responsible for body memory. 
The amygdala is active from birth, whereas the hippocampus, the part of 
the brain that allows us to remember time and place— to remember when 
and where bad things happen to us— matures and becomes active much 
later. Some researchers think that we can acquire body- memory anxieties 
before we can accurately locate them in time and place and that this could 
be a reason some people experience certain types of anxiety that they can’t 
identify the cause of, or any specific reason for. In CFT we aim to develop 
a healthy response to our anxiety through new emotional experiences that 
directly influence and affect how the amygdala works.

There is one other aspect to anxiety and conditioning that affects us, 
and this is the fact that we can become affected by, and respond to, not only 
external events— things in the world around us— but also internal events, 
things inside our minds. Many years ago, a behavioral psychologist5 noted 
that if children are constantly punished for being angry, they will become 
anxious about being punished; over time their feelings of anger will become 
associated with the expectation of punishment, and the expectation of pun-
ishment activates anxiety. After a while, the system or cycle short- circuits; 
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thus, the feelings of anger automatically trigger feelings of anxiety. What 
happens then is that when conflicts arise, instead of feeling anger and learn-
ing to be assertive, the person simply becomes overwhelmed with anxiety 
about her own potential anger. There are many therapies that suggest that 
sometimes anxiety is driven by a person’s inability to deal with other emo-
tions, including anger. So if you suffer from anxiety, it’s always worth think-
ing about how you deal with conflicts and how comfortable you are with 
your anger.

There are other internal events that can become associated with anxiety. 
For example, sexual fantasies and sexual feelings are common sources of 
anxiety. If you are homosexual but live in a place that is extremely hostile 
toward homosexuality, you may become anxious about your feelings and 
desires. As soon as they pop into your mind, you might begin to have an 
anxiety attack. Or, if you live somewhere that is extremely conservative, you 
may experience anxiety about your liberal sexual views and beliefs, which 
seem to be in contrast to the status quo.

We’ll come back to the fear of such internal events later. For now, 
it’s important to note the fact that sometimes we can have automatically 
anxious responses without realizing the reasons or emotions behind them.

Anxiety Learned by Consequences
So the first type of learning we’ve explored is called classical condi-

tioning, or learning by association, and it relates to the way our brains and 
bodies automatically respond to certain triggers and how some new things 
in our environment can become associated with these triggers and evoke a 
response similar to the one we experienced originally.

The second type of learning is based on consequences. In this type of 
learning, whether we’re likely to repeat a behavior depends on whether what 
happens as a result (or as a perceived result) of our behavior feels like reward 
or punishment. (The technical term for this type of learning is “operant 
conditioning.”)

Put plainly, if we repeatedly experience a pleasant or desirable conse-
quence after we behave in a certain way, we’re more likely to repeat that 
behavior. If we experience an unpleasant or painful consequence after 
behaving in a certain way, we’re less likely to behave that way again. For 
example, if a child returns home after her curfew and is punished by not 
being allowed to play any video games for a weekend, this punishment may 



22 The Compassionate-Mind Guide to Overcoming Anxiety

reduce this curfew- breaking behavior in the future. Conversely, if a child 
completes her homework on time and is then praised by her parents and 
they give her a bonus in her weekly allowance, this reward might contribute 
to more frequent timely homework- completion behavior. Now, we all know 
that learning, and particularly parenting, isn’t quite that simple, but these 
are the basic principles that allow people to learn to behave in a certain way 
after repeated experiences of reward or punishment for that behavior.

When it comes to the dynamics of learning, anxiety can seem very 
tricky. Both of the learning processes we’ve looked at contribute to our ten-
dency to re- experience anxiety over the course of our lives. If we look at 
the example of a fear of social situations, we can begin to see how learning 
theory (the scientific theory about learning) might shed a little more light 
on how anxiety operates. More importantly, we can get a sense of how our 
best efforts to avoid anxiety can actually make it worse.

Imagine that Jennifer, whom we met earlier, was bookish, reserved, yet 
friendly when she was a teenager. Imagine that perhaps one day she went to 
a high school dance and was filled with hopes to be popular, make friends, 
or just feel approved of by a group of her peers. She wore her best outfit and 
tried to be “cool.” At the dance, some other teenage girls, who were hungry 
to assert their own place at the top of the high school popularity food chain, 
decided to bully and tease her. They joked about her being a “geek” and 
laughed at her as she danced. Because of this experience, Jennifer later 
began to associate social events with being mocked. This example of classi-
cal conditioning trained her to feel fear, experience self- doubt, and expect 
to be bullied when she approaches social situations.

How might Jennifer respond to invitations to social events and gather-
ings in the future? Well, you’ve seen that we’ve evolved with an always- on, 
“better safe than sorry” threat- detection system that helps us to steer clear 
of danger. And in this case Jennifer’s threat- detection system responds by 
avoiding social situations that provoke anxiety. With this avoidance, we can 
see the beginning of learning by consequences, which builds on the founda-
tion of classical conditioning, or learning by association. And these together 
help establish and then maintain Jennifer’s anxiety.

By avoiding a social event, Jennifer relieves her anxiety and releases any 
tension in the immediate or short term. That release actually rewards and 
then reinforces her behavior, which she’ll then repeat. And the cycle con-
tinues. In this case, her behavior is worrying about, and becoming anxious 
about, going to a party. Paradoxically, her avoidance is actually training 
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her to feel more anxiety in the long term: by avoiding social experiences, 
Jennifer is consistently teaching herself to remain afraid of contact with 
other people; however, this isn’t the end of the story, because one of the 
key points of CFT is that it often depends on the degree of helpfulness and 
kindness we have around us when we experience these kinds of events. We 
know, for example, that anxious parents tend to increase their children’s 
anxiety, because if their children have been bullied, for example, the parents 
will encourage their children to avoid subsequent social situations in which 
they may be bullied again. This action makes sense to them: Why would 
they want to see their children so unhappy? Why would they encourage 
them back into those situations that are obviously unpleasant? Yet there are 
many good reasons for doing so: to teach the child to confront the bullies 
or any other difficult situation, how to deal with the situation better than by 
avoiding it altogether, to be assertive, how to find other friends, and how to 
cope with unpleasant feelings. We learn nothing from avoidance other than 
avoidance, which may reinforce the experience of anxiety itself and may 
make us critical of ourselves for our behavior and then feel unhappy about 
missing out, which is typical of children who feel bullied. Some people even 
begin to dislike themselves for the thing they’re bullied about, whether it be 
shyness or being overweight or being a bit clumsy. So how is that child going 
to overcome or learn to work on her anxiety when she is also self- critical?

But if you were Jennifer’s friends, or her parents who weren’t anxious, 
what would you do? Would you encourage her to avoid a similar situation? 
Would you be critical and force her to go out? Or would you be understand-
ing and compassionate, but also encouraging and supportive, step by step, 
to help develop her confidence? The chances are that you’d do the latter, 
and that’s key to understanding the steps in CFT. You see? You already have 
the inner wisdom of how to deal with your anxiety, because when you think 
about an example like this you probably know exactly what to do; however, 
when it comes to your own anxiety you may well have critical thoughts 
about it, try to avoid or suppress it, or feel ashamed of it, rather than feel 
kind, supportive, encouraging, and understanding toward yourself, as you 
would toward Jennifer.

So, even though we have intuitive wisdom to be compassionate, we 
can still fall back into a spiral of anxiety and avoidance, which is some-
times called safety behavior and which can lead to an amplification of our 
response to anxiety and to an increase in our suffering. It seems that the 
more we try to avoid, change, or suppress our experiences of anxiety, the 
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more the anxiety is intensified in the long term. Psychological research has 
revealed that our best attempts to stifle or push away thoughts and feelings 
often backfire.6

In a classic example, imagine that you agree to take part in a psychol-
ogy experiment at a university. The experimenters give you a simple set 
of instructions: “For the next five minutes, don’t think of a purple gorilla. 
Every time you think of a purple gorilla, make a check mark on this piece 
of paper in front of you.” How many check marks might you make? Most 
people will make a heck of a lot. When we try not to think of that gorilla, 
there it is again, purple as ever. The reason suppression operates like this 
is straightforward— you have to keep checking that you’re suppressing your 
thoughts, and in order to do this you have to keep revisiting what you’re 
trying to suppress just to make sure nothing creeps out around the edges. 
And because you’ve associated not suppressing with something that is fright-
ening, your fear system will keep pushing you to remember it.

Beyond what you’ve learned so far, it’s important to recognize that every 
time you think, Don’t think of a purple gorilla, you’ve just thought of a purple 
gorilla. Similarly, if you’re telling yourself not to think certain anxiety- 
provoking thoughts, you’re thinking those anxiety- provoking thoughts.

However, what happens if we turn the experiment on its head? In our 
contrasting experiment the instructions are simply as follows: “Observe 
whatever thoughts you might have, and feel free to think anything at all. If 
you happen to think about a purple gorilla, please make a check mark on 
this piece of paper.” Given the meandering nature of mental activity, your 
thoughts would likely wander through all sorts of topics. From time to time 
that purple gorilla might pop up in your imagination. It is, after all, a rather 
odd image to consider. We can reliably predict, though, that you won’t be 
making as many check marks when you allow your mind free rein. That 
gorilla won’t show up as often if you aren’t actively wrapped up in trying to 
push its image away.

Part of your training in developing self- compassion and mindful aware-
ness will involve changing your relationship to your experiences, and this 
is not done by struggling with and avoiding such emotions as anxiety. Self- 
compassion and loving- kindness allow us to develop an openness to our 
present- moment experiences and to then remain connected to difficult feel-
ings and to develop new ways of responding to those things that scare us. In 
this way, we can witness our own pain and fear and develop the ability to 
respond with kindness, patience, and effective action.
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Traditional behavior therapy trains people to remain in the presence 
of those things that trigger anxiety until the anxiety response has run its 
course. For example, if I were afraid of heights, my behavioral therapist 
might take me, one step at a time, to a window on a very high floor of 
a tall building. I’d edge closer to the window, staying with each step until 
the anxiety decreased, and then I’d take another step, slowly teaching my 
body that everything was actually okay. Because I wouldn’t act on my fears, 
my threat- response system would gradually settle down. The lesson would 
be anxiety- provoking at first, but if I remained in the presence of what I 
feared, or what triggered my fear, without avoiding it, my anxiety would 
likely gradually decrease. In time, with repeated learning experiences, I’d 
be able to respond differently and without fear or avoidance. This type of 
therapy is often referred to as exposure, and it has been proven to be effec-
tive for treating problems with anxiety.

EXPOSURE WITH COMPASSION
While exposure has a good track record in the treatment of anxiety, CFT 
goes beyond this method; it seeks to do more than just train people to 
exhaust their anxiety responses. Imagine that you’re in therapy to deal with 
the anxiety caused by your fear of heights. Imagine on the one hand that 
your therapist seems competent, very understanding, patient, and caring; 
she smiles at you and encourages you. You feel safe with her. On the other 
hand, imagine that your therapist seems competent but is also standoffish 
and doesn’t smile very much; she tells you what to do but doesn’t particularly 
encourage you or seem friendly toward you. Which therapist do you want, 
and which do you think you can have the most success with? Not a difficult 
question, is it? Likewise, we are more able to engage with things that frighten 
us if we are in a supportive environment. Children in particular can engage 
with things that are frightening if people whom they trust are around them 
to encourage them and give them friendly signals. You can see examples of 
this for yourself: search for “Visual Cliff Experiment” on YouTube.

CFT points out that just as the experience of understanding, kind-
ness, encouragement, and genuine feelings of being cared about will help 
us engage in things that are difficult, so too will developing this attitude 
and emotional tone toward ourselves be immensely helpful. When they first 
come to see me, many of my clients lack this inner compassionate tone 
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toward themselves and, if anything, dislike themselves for being anxious, 
which they often think of as a weakness or an inadequacy. At the very 
least, they’re hostile toward their anxiety. As we’ll see, training ourselves to 
be self- compassionate activates an innate emotion- regulation system, which 
involves a deep appreciation of suffering and a loving aspiration to alleviate 
that suffering. It stems from the same evolutionary source as a mother’s care 
and attention toward her young. When we have self- compassion we can 
remain in the presence of difficult feelings with a wide, accepting, flexible 
awareness, and as a result we can learn new, workable, and engaging ways of 
responding to even the most challenging and anxiety- provoking situations, 
thoughts, and sensations.
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Anxiety, Compassion, and 
Our Ongoing Interactions 

with the World

We can see how millions of years of evolution coupled with our 
unique personal histories can make us particularly sensitized to 
anxious feelings and that this can lead to trouble. But have no 

doubt that anxiety can be a lifesaver, too. Our awareness of danger can keep 
our physical bodies safe, and it can also help us in other ways by alerting 
us to all sorts of things that we need to pay attention to in our personal, 
professional, and academic lives. For example, if we become anxious before 
an exam, we may make some special efforts to ensure we prepare as best we 
can. Similarly, feeling a little bit extra aware of danger on the highway might 
mean that we pay closer attention to our driving. You might be anxious if 
you feared your child was ill, and this might make you call the doctor just 
that much sooner. Anxiety is basically a system designed by evolution to 
help us and to guide us toward actions that may protect us. So far so good, 
except that it doesn’t always work quite so smoothly, and when it doesn’t it 
can be a real hassle and cause all sorts of distress.
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Enduring a hair- trigger threat- detection system is like having smoke 
detectors that keep going off when you use the stove. When our anxiety 
thresholds are chronically raised, which can happen when we live in a stress-
ful environment, our anxiety can become an unwelcome guest. It’s still part 
of our basic protection system, but now it’s showing up when we don’t need 
it to, feeling too intense, and lasting too long.

In order to understand our anxiety response and eventually reach a place 
of safety and calm, even when our fears are triggered, it will help to recog-
nize that anxiety emerges through some important interactions between us 
and our environment. Our personal history can contribute to how and why 
we feel anxious, just as our genetic history has contributed to our capacity 
for threat detection. The particular stressful situations that we face in our 
everyday lives are also factors that can lead to our anxiety levels feeling 
problematic. Our moods, our relationships, and many other aspects of our 
lives can help trigger our threat- detection system in ways that don’t really 
help us and that contribute to our suffering.

When I think of my client Jennifer, whom we met in the first chapter, 
I remember the many elements that came together for her that day on the 
subway to create a perfect storm that led to her panic attack. Let’s look at 
a few of these factors to help us understand just how anxiety problems can 
manifest themselves.

The day that she first called me, Jennifer was facing a great deal of stress 
in the form of strict new evaluation programs that had been put in place in 
her school system that year. Her new term was about to begin, and she des-
perately wanted to live up to the relentlessly high standards of the adminis-
tration. The engine of her mind kept churning away about this, seeking new 
ways to ensure that she’d be perceived as above average or even superior.

On top of this, a few weeks earlier, her boyfriend of many years had told 
her that he needed to take a break from their relationship and explained 
that he’d prefer to date other people, for a while at least. This was very sad 
for her, because she was really devoted to him and had envisioned they’d 
marry and live happily ever after. She hadn’t, however, allowed herself to tell 
him about this vision.

Beyond this, Jennifer had been raised by parents who were completely 
wrapped up in the idea of success and achievement and who focused much 
of their effort on pushing her to be in complete control of her emotions. 
They were involved, supportive, and caring parents in principle, but their 
beliefs about emotional control and achievement eclipsed their ability to 
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nurture, accept, and soothe their children. In Jennifer’s family, effectiveness, 
conscientiousness, and academic excellence were prized above emotional 
expression, uncertainty, and spontaneity. Any hint that she was feeling out 
of control led Jennifer to suspect that there was something fundamentally 
damaged, flawed, and unlovable about her. In turn, she relied on avoidance- 
based coping strategies, such as avoiding social contact, restricting her 
expressions of emotion, and attempting to suppress thoughts and emotions, 
all of which trained her to feel more and more anxiety in a range of differ-
ent situations.

Much later in her therapy, Jennifer tearfully admitted that she always 
suspected that she’d eventually lose her mind and die alone in a psychiat-
ric hospital. She believed this because she’d been taught that her emotions 
amounted to weakness and, if uncontrolled, would lead to insanity. No one 
had explained to her, or understood themselves, that anxiety is a natural 
part of life or that anxious feelings would rise and fall like waves, as do all 
mental experiences. As Jennifer and I worked together, we gradually discov-
ered the way these different threads of her life had interwoven and created 
a response system that was entirely preoccupied with threat detection. As a 
result, anxiety and a very real terror around the basic act of living were vir-
tually destined to dominate her experiences: she constantly felt fearful and 
ashamed. We can see, though, that Jennifer’s anxiety and her way of trying 
to deal with it weren’t her fault.

If we stand back and recognize that our brains are built to generate 
powerful emotions, we can also realize that our experience of these emo-
tions is absolutely not our fault. Moreover, if early in life we don’t learn what 
our emotions and internal responses mean, or learn healthy and functional 
ways to deal with them, our inner lives can become particularly problematic. 
Again, it’s important to know that this is no fault of our own.

Perhaps now would be a good time to take a minute— maybe close your 
eyes— to focus on the fact that your anxiety is not your fault. Slowly, kindly, 
and gently say over and over again to yourself, either out loud or in your 
mind, It’s not my fault. Note any resistance— any other voice that says, Yes, 
but… . This step and this recognition will help you begin your journey to 
self- compassion, into letting go of shame and blame.

Understand that your mind has been constructed to feel anxiety and 
that certain events or experiences in your life have in some way activated the 
system in you. If you begin to develop a noncritical, kind, and understanding 
voice, you are taking the first step toward a compassionate approach to your 
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anxiety. Don’t worry if this seems more difficult than it sounds; it’s common 
for people to struggle with being kind to themselves and to stop blaming 
themselves for their anxiety.

You didn’t choose to have a brain that is capable of intense anxiety, nor 
did you choose to have anxiety difficulties; they really are not your fault. 
However, you can learn to be honest about them, change your relationship 
with them, and live with them in conditions of greater ease.

ANXIETY, COMPASSION, AND YOUR 
TWO BRAINS
We can use the idea of having two brains to understand that, in fact, we 
have a number of “different brains” that we can look at from the top to the 
bottom or from left to right or even back to front, because different areas 
of the brain are responsible for different functions of our behavior. We like 
to think that the functions of the brain always work as a team— and often 
they do— but sometimes different functions within the brain can conflict 
with one another. What I want to bring to your attention is the fact that 
our brains are formed so that they’re roughly divided into two regions that 
represent different stages of evolution.

Of course, this is an oversimplification; a neuroscientist, or even a ten- 
year- old with access to a computer can show you full- color, three- dimensional 
representations of a whole host of different brain regions, each one involved 
in different parts of the way we function; however, it’s useful to notice two 
distinct aspects of the brain: the “old brain” and the “new brain.” For many 
years neuroscientists have been pointing to the importance of distinguishing 
between motivation systems and emotional systems on the one hand and the 
more recently evolved systems that enable us to think and have a sense of 
self on the other.

A simple way of thinking about this is that there are parts of the human 
brain that we can trace back hundreds of millions of years and other parts 
that developed much more recently. Some scientists talk about how the 
oldest parts of the brain are involved with the four “F”s: feeding, fighting, 
fleeing, and…having sex; because we’re mammals, our “old brain” has also 
developed in ways to make us able to care for infants. This “old brain” is 
also concerned with basic emotions, such as anxiety, anger, and joy; sexual 
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interest and motives; forming friendships; and belonging to groups. Our 
“new brain,” which is distinctively human, gives us the capacity for con-
scious thought, reasoning, imagining the future, and so on.

CFT uses this understanding of the different parts of the brain, albeit 
in a simplified way, to help us make sense of the complicated link between 
thinking and the systems in our bodies that produce often very strong physi-
cal and impulsive urges. And, again, these are our “factory default settings.” 
Indeed, one of the important aspects of CFT is the consideration of how old 
and new brain systems interact. Obviously, humans have a uniquely large 
capacity for language, imagination, planning, and conceptualization— not 
even our most complex and intelligent animal relatives share this capacity. 
We can imagine the future and worry about it; remember and fret about 
the past; and wonder about how we’re thought of by others. We can develop 
sophisticated verbal theories about who in our office likes us, who has it in 
for us, and what their specific reasons for their opinions might be. All of this 
winds up expanding the number of things we can feel anxious about and 
increases the likelihood of holding anxiety in our minds.

Animals’ mental activity is very different; for example, no matter how 
clever they may be, monkeys don’t take their pulse, and they don’t look at 
their reflections and worry about putting on too much weight or going bald. 
Zebras don’t stay up at night worrying about where the lions will be in the 
morning, and they certainly don’t worry about their children’s careers.

The distinctive nature of human experience has to do with our fantasti-
cally evolved, blindingly efficient “new brain”; however, the structures this 
rests on and interacts with are parts of our brains that are older, in evolu-
tionary terms. And in order to understand anxiety, compassion, and our 
emotional lives, it helps to understand this “old brain” and how it functions.

The philosopher Alan Watts once emphasized, “We don’t come into the 
world, we come out of it.” The entire spectrum of our motivations, emotions, 
aspirations, and mental capacities has emerged from a complex, ongoing 
process of evolution, which allows us to trace the genetic and historical roots 
of our inner and outer behaviors. The brain systems involved with some of 
our most basic emotions, such as anger, fear, and disgust, are millions of 
years older than our species1 and, as we touched on earlier, animals have 
been functioning in “fight, flight, or freeze” mode to survive and protect 
themselves for a very long time. Our brain structures and nervous- system 
interactions that support these protection emotions and behaviors are similar 
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to those in less- evolved mammals and even in reptiles. These structures and 
interactions are what we’re referring to when we speak about the “old brain.”

Studies of chimpanzees engaged in the pursuit of sexual and social rela-
tionships show that they strive for dominance and status in their own social 
hierarchies and that they’re capable of looking after one another. They com-
municate with each other and ask for help or protection in times of danger 
and need. Chimpanzees team up to hunt, and when they’re frightened they 
seek comfort in one another’s company. Apart from chimps, such animals 
as the common crow, which happens to be a very clever bird, can roughly 
deduce the intentions of other animals in their environment. Crows call 
to one another to warn of danger and either compete for or share their 
resources.2 A great many of the emotions, motives, and social behaviors that 
we think of as fundamentally human have actually been present in other 
species for far longer than we have been renting space on this planet. Some 
of the most prominent features of old- brain emotions are anger, anxiety, 
sadness, joy, and lust; old- brain behaviors include responses of fight, flight, 
withdrawal, or direct engagement with another organism or situation. In the 
realm of relationships, we can see such features as the pursuit of sex, power, 
and status; tribalism; and attachment behaviors toward others.

In addition to these capacities we share with other animals, we humans 
have a wide range of capacities related to our “new brain.” A lot of these 
new- brain capacities have to do with language, thinking, imagination, plan-
ning, and problem solving.

Our “new brain” makes us uniquely capable of crafting symbolic mental 
and verbal representations of our environment and ourselves. We can under-
stand the world around us by making a simple observation, such as “That 
rock looks bigger than that other rock,” or by more complex means, such 
as theoretical calculus or the poetic wordplay of Shakespeare. One of the 
miracles of new- brain capacity is that we can learn through conditioning 
and through the consequences of our actions, but also through observation, 
deduction, and indirect experience. We also have an amazing ability to be 
self- aware, which allows us to observe even our own acts of observation.

Overall, the “new brain” gives us the ability to imagine, plan, think, and 
communicate by using written and spoken language and also to construe 
our sense of self and our self- awareness.

How does this relate to anxiety? Well, part of the problem with anxiety 
involves the collision of old- brain emotions and purposes with the fascinating 
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capacities of our “new brain.” Let’s return to the example of Jennifer to look 
at how her two brains may have been interacting when she struggled with 
anxiety.

Jennifer’s “old brain” had set her up to respond to any perceived threat 
with a rapid “fight, flight, or freeze” response, based on the “better safe than 
sorry” principle. Her “old brain” was programmed to seek status, approval 
of the group, and attachment to others and to fear being shunned in social 
interactions and getting trapped in potentially dangerous environments. As 
we saw, her personal history emphasized and reinforced the act of seeking 
acceptance and the expectation of rejection in social situations, and as a 
result she was conditioned to have an anxiety response in a situation that 
might involve social evaluation. We also saw the threat to her romantic 
attachment, and such a threat can also raise our anxiety threshold, as it 
did for her. It’s common for people who’ve experienced a separation or a 
major loss to experience increased anxiety, and this is another example of 
the interaction between anxiety and our sense of safety created through our 
secure and compassionate relationships. All of this— the motivations, the 
learned behavior, and the emotions— can be thought of as originating in 
the “old brain.”

But it doesn’t stop there. Jennifer was bright, and she had lots of finely 
honed new- brain capacities, such as self- awareness. While she lay awake at 
night, the stirrings of her “old brain” interacted with her “new brain” and 
took the form of a stream of worrisome predictions about how the rest of 
her life would unfold. If we remind ourselves of Jennifer’s early history and 
some of the events that had recently occurred in her life, we can notice 
how she’d become much more inwardly self- focused. She’d tell herself: I’m 
going to be like this forever— I know it. Everyone at school can see I’m a nervous 
wreck, and there’s just no way out. I’m a fraud. I try to seem so competent, but 
I’m barely functioning. Who’d want to be with a person like this? No wonder 
my boyfriend left me. I’m going to die alone after living in a squalid apartment 
with thirty cats! And while she thought about this, her “new brain” was 
unspooling corresponding images. She’d see herself being scowled at and 
could almost smell the dank apartment where she imagined she’d grow old, 
all alone. Her “new brain” had a necessary tendency to respond to imaginary 
things as if they were real, and this meant that her heart would pound, her 
stomach would churn, and her body and mind would prepare themselves 
for what they perceived to be a life- threatening situation, despite the fact 



34 The Compassionate-Mind Guide to Overcoming Anxiety

that she was lying safely in bed, miles away from such an experience. But 
her “old brain” tended to narrow and focus her attention to help her avoid 
potential danger, whether real or imagined. And when she then tried to sup-
press potentially distressing thoughts and feelings, her efforts backfired and 
instead kept her focused on her recurring anxieties. From this scenario, we 
can see how anxiety can be stirred up when old- brain activity mingles with 
our new- brain abilities.
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Toward the Compassionate 
Mind: An Evolution 

in Our Understanding 
of Anxiety through 

Mindfulness, Acceptance, 
and Compassion

T alk therapy and psychiatric medication are relatively recent develop-
ments that took shape during the last century; however, people have 
been devising clever ways of coping with anxiety and other difficult 

emotions since the earliest days of civilization.
As early as 3400 BC, people used opiates to alter their consciousness 

and to communicate with the gods during rituals.1 Throughout history and 
in cultures the world over, shamans, mystics, and tribal leaders have been 
consulted when people faced emotional problems or needed guidance. Some 
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consultations occurred in face- to- face meetings or rituals, in which herbs 
might have been prescribed as medicine. There’s evidence that yoga and 
meditations to calm and center the mind in response to anxiety and other 
troubling emotions were in use in India more than 3,000 years ago.2

In his seminal work The Observing Self, Arthur Deikman traces the tra-
dition of psychotherapy back through what he sees as its historical roots3 
and suggests that the work modern psychotherapists engage in descends from 
centuries of meetings between priests or mystics and people who felt trou-
bled and wanted to talk about their problems. Centuries ago, efforts to work 
through difficult emotions and problems may have had a spiritual rationale, 
but as our scientific understanding of the brain, the mind, and behavior has 
evolved, so have our theories about anxiety and our methods for treatment.

Since the advent of modern psychotherapy (over the past 120 years or 
so), different ideas about the causes of anxiety have emerged. Each new idea 
brought about new suggestions for how to deal with the problem. Although 
much of their work is based on the science of learning, behaviorists— such 
as Ivan Pavlov, whom we mentioned earlier— have also suggested that some 
of our fears are inherited and due to our biological makeup. Others, such as 
Pavlov’s contemporary, the groundbreaking psychotherapist Sigmund Freud, 
believed that our behavior is the result of the suppressed wishes and desires 
that we harbor in our subconscious. Years later, in the late 1960s and early 
1970s, rapidly advancing computer technology and advances in research 
about cognition and perception led to what’s now known as the Cognitive 
Revolution in psychology: rather than focusing on supposedly subconscious 
desires, or looking at models of animal behavior, psychotherapists became 
increasingly interested in how humans process information. Based on the 
work of Aaron T. Beck and Albert Ellis, schools of “cognitive therapy” 
emerged4 and promoted the idea that it’s often our interpretations of reality, 
patterns of thinking, and negative biases that lead to problems with anxiety.

According to a cognitive therapist, if someone has a rush of anxiety and 
experiences a racing heart, this is not a problem in itself, but if thoughts 
of losing control or having a heart attack then come up, the person may 
panic. The process that takes the anxiety to a problematic level, accord-
ing to cognitive therapists, is the negative automatic thoughts that we have 
about perceived threats. We know that many people naturally feel somewhat 
anxious when meeting new people or socializing (this is why alcohol is so 
commonly consumed at parties), and of course some people are shyer than 
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others. Cognitive theory suggests that social anxiety becomes problematic 
when people start to buy into the perception that others see them as inferior, 
inadequate, boring, or stupid (for example). Many of us also have various 
anxieties about our physical health— after all, none of us wants to become 
ill, be incapacitated, or die. However, few of us suffer from such health- 
related anxiety; rather, for most of us, worries about health come and go 
without our being overly focused on them. But people with hypochondriacal 
anxieties have frequent, intense thoughts that they could be ill, even if their 
physician has just given them a clean bill of health. They may think Maybe 
the doctor missed something, or maybe something has changed between the time 
I visited the doctor and now. This leads them to seek repeated reassurances, 
each of which serves to placate their worry for only a while.

Another side effect of anxiety is vivid imagination; for example, people 
who have problems with panic can have clear visions or mental images of 
themselves keeling over and collapsing; people who have social anxiety 
might have images of other people ridiculing them or secretly wanting to 
distance themselves from them.

The cognitive- therapy approach focuses on the meanings that we give 
to different triggers and experiences and seeks to help people overcome 
anxiety by noticing anxiety- stimulating thoughts and directly changing such 
thinking in order to reduce distress. This can happen through a systematic 
questioning of negative automatic thoughts, done in therapy sessions and in 
homework exercises.

All these approaches have some merit; however, good science always 
moves on in an effort to improve understanding and the effectiveness of 
interventions. Over the past decade, a quiet revolution has taken place in 
the sciences of the mind and psychotherapy. Eastern mind- training tradi-
tions and Western psychology have come together in an unprecedented 
fashion, allowing the development of new psychotherapies that build on and 
add to our understanding of anxiety and how to cope with it. Such concepts 
as mindfulness, acceptance, compassion, and self- compassion that were once 
solely associated with Eastern meditative practices or dismissed by psycholo-
gists as “new age” are now central therapeutic concepts and the subject of 
worldwide research.

Many of these approaches focus on anxiety’s ability to easily grab our 
attention and hold it firmly in its grasp. Mindfulness and acceptance- based 
psychotherapies point out that, with patience and awareness, we can choose 
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what we pay attention to, or attend to, moment by moment. We can also 
learn to pay attention to aspects of our minds that are specifically designed 
to regulate and calm down our threat- detection systems: just as a child anx-
iously runs back to mother for a calming, loving embrace, so too can we 
direct our attention to inner images that evoke feelings of kindness, under-
standing, and support for a calming and soothing effect. 

The first major applications of Buddhist- influenced psychotherapy were 
based on various forms of meditation, a term that may sound a bit religious 
but is really a sort of catchall for a variety of methods used to train our 
minds. These methods share a common theme, which involves the train-
ing of a greater, nonjudgmental, accepting experience of our inner life. 
Meditation is simply a way of slowing down and paying attention to what’s 
going on in our minds, right now. Sometimes we might meditate by drawing 
our attention to specific things, such as our breathing, a flower or a candle, 
or the act of walking. In Western applications, these types of meditation are 
often guided by a teacher or a recording. As we begin to take a look at these 
ideas of meditation, I invite you to consider that willingness and practice 
will help open your awareness and get you in touch with the present moment 
and that no spiritual beliefs, mystical assumptions, or magical thinking is 
involved.

One of the pioneers of this work is the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology (MIT)–trained molecular biologist Jon Kabat- Zinn, who is also 
a student of the Zen master Seung Sahn. Over the past twenty years, Jon 
has made a major contribution to Western health care by combining his 
knowledge of Buddhism with his knowledge of Western biology and by 
developing ways to teach meditation and other skills in Western medical 
contexts. Originally, Kabat- Zinn was interested in how he could help people 
with chronic pain and terminal illness, for whom conventional medicine had 
little further to offer. He found that if people learned to shift into a focused, 
flexible, and nonjudgmental mode of awareness, and were able to remain 
in the presence of their discomfort or fear with a gentle and open- hearted 
acceptance, their pain often became more bearable and their lives more 
livable. Kabat- Zinn went on to help develop mindfulness- based stress reduc-
tion (MBSR), a program for people suffering from chronic physical illness 
and pain conditions.5

Research now supports the idea that MBSR and similar techniques can 
help us cope not only with physical pain but also with difficult feelings and 
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challenging experiences and can help patients reduce their experience of 
stress and anxiety. The concepts of mindfulness and acceptance are now 
part of a new range of therapies, such as ACT,6 DBT, mindfulness- based 
cognitive therapy (MBCT), and CFT. My website, mindfulcompassion.com, 
is a good place to start if you want to find out more about these therapies.

AN INTRODUCTION TO MINDFULNESS
The core of many of these newer approaches in psychotherapy is known 
as mindfulness, which is important to the development of compassion and 
refers to a 2,500- year- old method for training the mind to cultivate a par-
ticular way of paying attention.

Cultivating mindfulness can help make us aware of just how much our 
minds and our attention float around on the currents of different feelings 
and desires. When you sit quietly for a moment, allow your breath to find its 
own rhythm and pace, rest in that breath, and let your mind settle into the 
experience of breathing, you’ll notice that your mind quickly moves away 
from the focus on your breathing and turns to other things. For example, 
you may start to think about what you need to do tomorrow, what to make 
for dinner, or what Aunt Ethel said about your new dress. This is some-
times called “automatic pilot” or “monkey mind.” It’s completely natural and 
relates to our always- on, “better safe than sorry” problem- solving machine 
and threat- detection system, which is easily activated and which can domi-
nate our behavior, direct our attention, and seize control of our conscious-
ness. After all, that’s what it’s designed to do.

Mindfulness is a way of noticing how our attention gets pulled in dif-
ferent directions, and it’s a way of practicing the gentle, persistent art of 
returning our attention to the present moment. Mindfulness training has 
been demonstrated to be an effective treatment for a range of psychological 
problems, such as depressive relapse, anxiety, and emotion- regulation dif-
ficulties.7 By developing our ability to be mindful, and by learning how to 
apply mindfulness to more healthy methods of coping with stress, we may 
become able to change our habitual and unhelpful responses to anxiety.8

If you’ve ever had to walk in a forest on a cool and cloudy night without 
even moonlight to guide you, you may understand what it is like to be truly 
in the dark. The trees obscure whatever light there is. All around you, the 
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limits of your vision give way to blackness that may cause you to occasion-
ally freeze in your tracks or nervously feel your way forward. The uncertainty 
of this sensory void might narrow your behavior and severely restrict the 
ways in which you feel comfortable moving. The limited perception may be 
thrilling and challenging, or it may be frightening and debilitating.

What if you could see in the dark? Not with a flashlight, but by possess-
ing a kind of infrared vision that would allow you to see a richer palette of 
colors than you could have imagined. You could run and hurdle your way 
through the forest the way you might on a bright, calm spring day. Your 
actions would be your own again. No more feeling around in the dark.

We discussed in chapter 2 how our minds have evolved the capacity to 
relate one experience to any other experience. This capacity weaves every-
thing we have ever known into a web, in which one thought or emotion may 
ceaselessly trigger another. When they unfold before us, we experience these 
thoughts and emotions as if they were real and true, and this allows the 
random associations of our imagination to seize control of our feelings and 
behaviors and, in fact, of our lives. We have also discussed how the more 
we try to push our thoughts and feelings away, the stronger they become.

However, our ability to clearly see the world around us, with all of its 
possibilities and meanings, is obscured by the content of our minds, much 
as our vision is obscured by the dark that surrounds us in the forest. Our 
range of available behaviors narrows as we grope around, treading carefully. 
We become enveloped and enshrouded by the uncertainty of our futures, 
the regrets of our past, and the ceaseless struggle to rid ourselves of pain and 
suffering due to our anxiety.

But, again, what if we could see in the dark? Not by changing the con-
tents of our thoughts or by altering our internal environment; nor by dispel-
ling the dark, the experience of pain, the universality of human suffering, 
or the finitude of life; but by cultivating the capacity to see clearly by being 
open and able to feel things for what they are.

We broaden our possibilities as we become more able to see through 
the darkness and rid ourselves of our attachment to our own past stories or 
the way we’ve judged ourselves. We become more able to move with more 
freedom through our lives, with passion, dignity, and abandon, toward what 
matters most to us, as freely as we could move through the forest on a bright 
spring day.
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FROM MINDFULNESS TO 
COMPASSION: CFT
Along with mindfulness, one of the other great traditions of the East is the 
deliberate development of compassion for all living beings. The Dalai Lama 
points out that compassion can quite literally transform our minds.9

We discussed earlier how compassion from other people has a calming 
effect on us: when we’re upset because of frightening or saddening circum-
stances, we turn to our partners or friends for help, support, and attention. 
They listen carefully, validate our feelings, and make it clear that they’ll do 
what they can to help. We become secure in the knowledge that they care 
about what happens to us, that they’re not condemning us, and that they’re 
kind. How does this make you feel? But how would you feel if you asked 
for help from someone you care about and she seemed quite dismissive and 
disinterested, not only by what she said but also by her body language? What 
if she gave you the distinct impression that she might even blame or judge 
you for having such problems in the first place?

We all have an intuitive wisdom that loving- kindness, support, and com-
passion help us to bear our suffering and that criticism, neglect, shaming, 
and blaming usually make things much worse. This is true of self- criticism 
as well!

Many years ago, my friend and colleague Paul Gilbert, clinical psycholo-
gist and researcher, noticed that some of his clients became very self- critical 
or ashamed when they were distressed: they were good at kicking them-
selves when they were down. Paul found that he couldn’t always help them 
by challenging their negative thinking or by teaching them mindfulness; 
however, when he taught them to be kind to themselves, he could often help 
them move away from their focus on self- condemnation. Some people were 
afraid of being kind to themselves and feared any form of self- compassion; 
however, even when we’ve learned to be distrustful of the concept of com-
passion, such as when our caregivers have been abusive or neglectful, mind 
training can help us unlearn this notion and can begin to free us from 
anxiety and destructive emotions.

Paul was inspired to develop a form of compassionate mind training 
based on his observations and his understanding of inherent biological 
soothing processes that can create a new relationship with anxiety and with 
shame and self- criticism. Self- compassion can allow us room to feel the pain 
and complexity of our emotions, which we may need to confront so that our 
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anxiety loosens its grip. This may be painful, and complicated, but when 
we develop a basic orientation to be helpful, supportive, kind, and accept-
ing toward ourselves, we may be able to deal with, and more importantly, 
tolerate, our distress better and have more control over the direction of our 
behavior and our lives. The compassion- focused therapy approach to anxiety 
is based on this idea.

Compassion involves more than just kindness. The Dalai Lama defines 
compassion as a sensitivity to the suffering of others, with a commitment to do 
something about it. He points to two key elements: attention (sensitivity) and 
motivation (commitment). The approach to compassion we’ll develop here 
incorporates these insights. We should also note that over 2,600 years ago, 
the teacher known as the Buddha (“Buddha” is Sanskrit for “The One Who 
Woke Up”) talked in terms of an eightfold path for the cultivation of compas-
sion involving attention, thinking, speech, livelihood, and action. Developing 
scientific approaches to the cultivation of compassion is fundamental to 
compassion- focused therapy (CFT) and compassionate mind training. CFT 
involves the therapeutic relationship and a way of thinking about psychologi-
cal problems; compassionate mind training refers to specific exercises that 
anybody can use to train the mind to develop compassionate qualities.

CFT is linked to Buddhist approaches to mindfulness; for example, in 
the Mahayana tradition, compassion is seen as having a central transforma-
tional power, and Mahayana trains people in particular kinds of attention, 
thinking, feeling, and behavior to help them transform their experiences of 
such events as anxiety. CFT shares part of this approach, in that specific 
methods are used to bring about changes in attention, emotions, and com-
passionate action. However, unlike traditional Buddhism, CFT is also based 
on evolutionary psychology and neuroscience.

When Paul Gilbert was developing his therapeutic techniques, he 
noticed that shame and self- criticism were often triggered by experiences 
of anxiety and distress, and these feelings and attitudes interfered with his 
patients’ ability to move toward their goals in therapy. As a result, one of the 
central aims of CFT is to help people address the shame and blame they may 
heap on themselves in response to anxiety and distress. CFT emphasizes 
that we’ve emerged from an evolutionary process, as a part of the flow of life 
on this planet. We didn’t choose to be here; we didn’t choose our families, 
the cultures we were born into, or the many elements of our history that 
have shaped who we are. In a very real sense, who we’ve become and what 
we’re experiencing isn’t our design and, again, is not our fault; however, 
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it’s important to not give up and collapse into a heap but to see this as 
the beginning of moving toward a fuller understanding of ourselves and 
taking responsibility for our lives. We have the ability to think about and 
make decisions about how we want our minds to be developed— in the same 
way we make decisions about how we develop and train our bodies. If we 
never exercise and if we eat whatever we want whenever we feel like it, we’ll 
become overweight and unhealthy. But knowing this gives us the option to 
learn about our diet and the importance of exercise. It’s the same with our 
minds: knowing how tricky they are, and how sensitive to anxiety, gives 
us the option to learn how to cope with anxiety. We may choose to take 
responsibility for the course of our lives, but also we must bear in mind that 
suffering is a universal part of the human condition— anxiety is a natural 
and unavoidable part of human experience. If we’re worried, agitated, pan-
icked, or desperate, we can take some comfort in remembering that it’s not 
our fault. By doing so, we can see anxiety as a natural part of our design 
and then learn that we can respond to our anxiety by taking a mindful and 
accepting mental stance. Instead of habitually responding to anxiety in ways 
that can actually make things worse, such as trying to suppress our experi-
ences, abusing drugs and alcohol, or adopting a self- critical attitude, we can 
respond by doing things that will help us cope.

CREATING INNER COMPASSION AND 
THE ATTACHMENT SYSTEM
The CFT model is based on research showing that some of the ways in 
which we instinctively regulate our response to threats have evolved from 
the attachment system that operates between infant and mother and from 
other basic relationships between mutually supportive people. We have spe-
cific systems in our brains that are sensitive to the kindness of others, and 
the experience of this kindness has a major impact on the way we process 
these threats and the way we process anxiety in particular.

Two of the most significant twentieth- century psychologists, John Bowlby 
and Mary Ainsworth, observed that the attachment bond between a care-
giver and an infant provides more than just protection, feeding, and learning 
opportunities. It also provides what’s known as a secure base, a soothing and 
calming potential retreat from distressing emotions or environmental threats. 
This secure base is one aspect of our behavior that has been passed down to 
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us through evolution, and it has served us well. It’s natural for us to turn to 
emotionally significant people in our lives, and even to our internal represen-
tations of them, when we feel threatened, agitated, or overwhelmed. In the 
1980s, Paul Gilbert became interested in the internal mechanisms that help 
us feel safe and the way these feelings of safety interact with feelings associated 
with threat. He understood that if children and adults were able to be calmed 
by the presence of supportive or caring others, there had to be a direct link 
between support and the experience of threat. So, after much research, he 
labeled our physiological system that switches on these feelings of safety “the 
social- safeness system.” The social- safeness system involves a responsiveness to 
our significant attachment figures— specifically, to their accessibility or prox-
imity and to certain communicative behaviors, such as their facial expression, 
tone of voice, and touch. The activation of attuned, secure, soothing rela-
tionships allows us to interact with our environment with greater confidence 
when we face challenges, because we know we can return to a sense of safety 
and protection in this secure base when necessary. Thus there’s a connection 
between feeling safe and being able to explore. This is important because, as 
we’ll see, there’s a close interaction between mindfulness, which allows you to 
have open and explorative attention, and a feeling of safety.

The process of establishing a secure base and attachments involves a 
special set of brain cells known as mirror neurons, which allow us to literally 
feel what other people are feeling when we observe their behavior. According 
to Daniel Goleman, mirror neurons “act as a neural Wi-Fi, attuning to the 
other person’s internal state moment to moment and recreating that state 
in our own brain— their emotions, their movements, their intentions. This 
means [that such a feeling as] empathy is based not just on reading the 
external signs of someone else’s feeling, like the hint of a frown, or the 
irritation in their voice. Because of mirror neurons, we feel with the other. 
Empathy, then, includes attuning to our own feelings in order to better sense 
what’s going on with the other person.”10

According to attachment theory, secure relationships with others allow 
us to better cope with and manage the range of difficult emotions that arise 
in response to inner and outer circumstances. When we’re threatened, our 
attachment system is activated and we seek to be close to and gain comfort 
from a significant person in our lives. This sort of relationship is referred to 
as an attachment relationship. The person who’s the object of attachment— 
who may help us cope with the perceived threats and access our positive 
emotions— is sometimes referred to as an attachment figure.
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Of course, there are differences from person to person in how effectively, 
or consistently, this attachment system functions. Those of us raised with 
stable, secure attachment relationships are more likely to be resilient, be 
flexible, and have an increased capacity to cope with difficult emotions.11 
Those of us who experience neglect, trauma, abuse, or even just a gen-
erally inconsistent and emotionally unavailable attachment relationship to 
our caregiver are more likely to have difficulty coping, being reflective and 
thoughtful, and soothing ourselves. A person who can activate, even sym-
bolically, her attachment and affiliation system to respond to difficult emo-
tions may have an easier time with self- compassion. Studies suggest that a 
person who has a secure attachment system may focus more of her attention 
and resources on generating positive emotions, on problem- solving, or on 
shifting her perspective on events than would a person with an unreliable, 
anxious, or avoidant style of attachment.12

Additionally, and on the biological side, we have certain hormones, 
such as oxytocin, that are linked to affiliation13 and that help us downgrade 
threat processing, in the ways kindness and self- compassion can soothe us 
when we’re fearful. When we practice self- compassion for long periods, it 
seems that regions of the brain that involve self- soothing and positive emo-
tions are activated more easily, particularly in the face of stress;14 thus, they 
help us cope with anxiety.

The key idea in using CFT to address anxiety is to specifically train 
our minds to focus on compassion and to activate compassionate ways of 
responding to our anxiety, in order to better regulate our feelings. By doing 
so, we’re stimulating specific biological systems in our brains designed to 
calm down the threat- detection system. I can show you this with a simple 
diagram that we use in CFT.

If you worry too much or think about certain things over and over again, 
or if you’re too self- critical, it will simply stimulate your threat- detection 
system and cause you to get locked in to stimulating your threat- response 
system. It’s possible, though, to step out of that by redirecting your thoughts, 
redirecting your attention, or becoming mindful. The idea is to break the 
link between what your “new brain” is doing and your old- brain threat- 
detection system. Part of the essence of CFT is using parts of our minds, 
including the affiliation system, that have evolved with the specific purpose 
of calming down the threat- detection system. After all, there are direct con-
nections between these two.
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Basic evolved system in our brain
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The key idea in CFT is to specifically train our minds to focus on com-
passion, and to activate compassionate ways of responding to our 
anxiety to better regulate our feelings. By doing so, we are stimulat-
ing specific biological systems in our brain designed to calm down the 
threat system. I can show you this with a simple diagram that we use  
in CFT.

If your mind is focused on worrying or thinking too much about certain 
things, over and over again, on being self-critical or on various other 
anxious themes, it will simply stimulate your threat system and cause 
you to get locked in to stimulating your threat system. It’s possible 
though to step out of that by redirecting your thoughts, attention or by 
becoming mindful. The idea is to break the link between what your new 
brain is doing and how it is stimulating old-brain threat systems. Part 
of the essence of CFT is using parts of our minds, including the affili-
ation system, which have evolved with the specific purpose of calming 
down the threat system. After all, there are direct connections between  
these two. 

From Compassion Focused Therapy: Distinctive Features, Gilbert, 2010; reprinted with 
permission of Routledge.

Basic evolved system in our brain
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From Compassion Focused Therapy: Distinctive Features, Gilbert, 2010; 
reprinted with permission of Routledge.

Over the millennia, as societies have evolved and grown from isolated 
bands of kinfolk into sprawling, sophisticated civilizations, people’s fears 
have shifted. While we need no longer fear many of the things our ances-
tors feared— modern society has reduced threats from natural predators, the 
occurrence of certain childhood diseases, and food shortages— we face an 
array of other types of threats. Early humans lived in small groups in which 
each person was familiar to the rest; today, we’re often surrounded by strang-
ers. We now also live in a world of constant social comparison in which we 
fear being seen as inferior. Early human child care was based on multiple 
caregivers, involving extended family members, such as grandmothers, sib-
lings, and friends. This is less true today, when many families are smaller 
or living apart. In many areas of our lives, there’s something of a mismatch 
between the environment that affected our evolution and the environment 
that surrounds us now; this increases our vulnerability to a whole range of 
anxieties. Our understanding of the reasons for this discord and subsequent 
increase in anxiety can facilitate social change. It can also help us under-
stand that our vulnerability to anxiety is not our fault.

The location of my practice in the heart of New York City means that, 
in the middle of relative abundance and safety, I regularly meet people whose 
minds have conjured innumerable terrors. Thankfully, each of these clients 
possesses the wisdom of self- compassion and the ability to soothe herself, 
even if she’s unaware of this inherent wisdom and ability. The process of 
training the mind to generate self- compassion, mindfulness, and acceptance 
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will run throughout this book, and, hopefully, the act of bringing your intui-
tive wisdom into contact with your anxiety will open new possibilities in 
your life.

THE THREE- CIRCLE MODEL OF 
EMOTION REGULATION
Our brains and bodies have many different ways of regulating our emotional 
responses. For our purposes, we’re going to look at three major systems that 
regulate our emotions and affect our response to what’s going on around 
us. In CFT, these systems are often referred to using the three- circle model, 
representing three of the most important areas involved in human emo-
tional response. The illustration below shows these three circles and how 
they interact:

Three Types of Affect Regulation System
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different colours, which is a representation of the most important areas 
involved in human emotional response. The illustration below shows 
these three circles and how they interact: 

From Gilbert, 2009, The Compassionate Mind; reprinted with permission.

In the past thirty years or so our understanding of how the brain creates 
and regulates emotion has advanced enormously. It’s long been known 
that we have a system in our brains that enables us to detect and respond 
to threats.15 What’s become more evident recently is that we also have 
different types of positive emotion: one kind is associated with drive 
and achievement, doing and acquiring; another is associated with inner 
calmness, and a sense of peaceful well-being. When we’re not stimulat-
ing the drive and threat systems – as everyday life does all the time – the 
mind settles and this second type of emotion can come through; these are 

22  The Science behind Compassion

many millions of brain cells – will light up in your brain, but when you 

feel differently, a different pattern/array will be activated. As we’ll see 

when we work on the exercises in Part II, we may be able to take more 

control over the ‘brain patterns’ that emerge in us. 

The three interacting emotion regulation systems are shown in 

Diagram 1. We’ll be exploring them in more detail in Chapters 4 and 5, 

as they play a major role in how we’ll think about compassion and 

compassion training.
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Diagram 1: The interaction between three major emotion regulation 

systems

This is a simplifi ed view of what are, of course, multi-component and 

complex systems. However, thinking in terms of these three can provide a 

helpful framework for exploring how our brain gives rise to different 

feelings, desires and urges such as anger, fear, excitement and various desires 

and lusts, as well as compassion. So let’s look briefl y at each in turn.
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From Gilbert, 2009, The Compassionate Mind; reprinted with permission.

In the past thirty years or so, our understanding of how the brain creates 
and regulates emotion has advanced enormously. It has long been known 
that we have a system in our brains that enables us to detect and respond 
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to threats.15 What has become more evident recently is that we also have 
different types of positive emotion: one kind is associated with drive and 
achievement, doing and acquiring; another is associated with inner calmness 
and a sense of peaceful well- being. When we’re not stimulating the drive 
and threat- detection systems— as everyday life does all the time— the mind 
settles and this second type of emotion can come through; these are linked 
to endorphins and such hormones as oxytocin, which may have evolved 
with the attachment system.

This is a simplified imagining of the neuroscience, but it’s helpful to 
think about what we’re trying to do with our brains when we practice com-
passion. Keep in mind that these systems are constantly interacting. It may 
be a good idea to think of them as if they were colors that were constantly 
mixing to create new colors, which, when applied to a canvas, can create dif-
ferent shapes, patterns, and balances. Let’s look at these systems, or circles, 
in more detail.

The Threat- Detection and 
Safety- Seeking System
You’ve seen the ways the threat- detection and safety- seeking system can 

act on us to influence our attention, thinking, emotions, and behaviors and 
how we’ve evolved with the capacity to detect threats quickly. Activation 
of our threat- detection system doesn’t require a direct threat to our well- 
being— it may also kick in if our loved ones or companions face danger. It 
also may be activated by social threats, such as separation from or rejection 
or abandonment by people in our family or social group, which can make us 
feel vulnerable to attack. 

The brain’s threat- detection system processes information gathered by 
the senses— sight, hearing, smell, taste, and touch— and when it perceives 
danger, it stimulates certain areas in the emotion- processing regions of the 
brain (the limbic system).16 In particular, the amygdala, a cluster of nerve 
cells located on either side of the brain, becomes activated very rapidly, 
sending information to another part of the brain, the hypothalamus, which 
activates the stress response. The hypothalamus then communicates with 
the adrenal gland, and the body becomes ready for danger and starts to 
produce adrenaline and cortisol, a hormone released in response to stress. 
In an instant, we’re ready for action.
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Generally, this isn’t a favorite circle for people to hang out in for pro-
longed periods; however, if you’ve struggled with an anxiety disorder, this 
may feel all too familiar to you.

The Drive and Resource- Acquisition System
For a moment, imagine that an e- mail pops up on your computer or 

phone as you’re reading this book. The e- mail is from your spouse or partner, 
informing you that the lottery ticket you bought together is a winner— on 
the order of hundreds of millions of dollars! In other words, you’re instantly 
and fabulously wealthy. Can you imagine what that excitement would feel 
like coursing through your body, as you realized that all of your financial 
troubles had just evaporated and you thought of all the places you could 
visit— all the things you could buy? If you can, that rush and thrill rep-
resents the activation of something called the incentive- focused emotion- 
regulation system. Our positive emotions, such as those that correspond to 
a sense of thrill or ecstasy, are involved in our seeking out those things that 
will help us survive or enhance our experience.17 All the things we do for 
pleasure, such as searching for the perfect meal, the best vacation, or excit-
ing sexual experiences, and our drive to win, to celebrate, and to revel in 
being alive, are all expressions of this system.

Although much of this may seem positive, it can also turn fairly nega-
tive if the incentive-focused system becomes too dominant. For example, 
people who experience manic episodes can have their lives dominated by 
excessively expansive or related moods. Their sense of themselves can swell, 
and they can find themselves obsessively seeking out intense pleasure despite 
high risks. They may not be able to sleep, or they may become completely 
engulfed by goal- oriented pursuits. People with addictions may also face an 
overly active incentive- focused system. Under such conditions our thoughts 
can race, our impulses can be difficult to restrain, and our lives can feel 
unmanageable.

This system involves a neurochemical called dopamine,18 which is related 
to our experience of being driven to do things. Many different human expe-
riences involve an increase in dopamine, such as the intense experience 
of falling in love, or going to an all- night rave, or cheering as your team 
advances toward winning the World Series. Activation of dopamine is 
absolutely essential for human survival, but an overabundance can lead to 
problems.
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The way we function does not involve one emotion- regulation system 
ruling the roost over the others, and our aim should be to achieve a better 
balance among these different emotion- regulation systems for flexible, 
healthy, and adaptive functioning.

The Social Safety and Soothing Systems
Some animals exhibit survival ability and a capacity to engage with 

their environment soon after birth. A newborn foal, for example, is shortly 
up and running, as if it already knew most of what it needed to know. But 
when we think of a human infant, unable to defend herself or even crawl for 
the first few months and absolutely dependent on her caregivers for survival, 
we can begin to understand how much help, protection, support, and guid-
ance children need to help them develop their soothing and contentment 
system so they can go out to explore the world.

The hormone oxytocin is also involved in a feeling of happiness that 
arises when we feel safe, connected, and loved. The activation of compas-
sion within ourselves is very much related to this soothing and contentment 
system.19 If our threat- detection system evolved as a way for us to protect 
ourselves through defensive actions, then the soothing and contentment 
system has evolved as a way for us to protect ourselves through caring, kind, 
and supportive attachment bonds.20 Our compassion for ourselves and others 
appears to emerge through the evolution of our affiliations, and our ability 
to regulate our emotions draws on our sense of safety, our contentment, and 
an awareness of our connection to others.

We’re just beginning to understand the soothing and contentment 
system. What’s our sense of contentment made of? Older psychological 
models of happiness, such as those derived from dear old Sigmund Freud, 
often looked at the reduction of our subconscious driving forces. Other 
models looked at the ways our threat- detection system could be tweaked, 
or schedules of simple rewards met to help us become satisfied; however, 
current research points us in another direction. It appears that we have a 
specific emotional system that allows us to experience peacefulness, con-
tentment, and well- being. Certain states of mind allow the body to release 
neurochemicals that directly involve a sense of soothing. When we find 
ourselves in situations that activate these chemicals, such as when we’re in 
the calming presence of a nurturing, wise, and beloved family member, our 
soothing and contentment system is directly utilizing neurochemistry that 
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supports and enables these feelings. Far from a mere blissed- out warmth, the 
activation of the soothing and contentment system can involve a subjective 
sense of peacefulness, clarity of mind, and insight. This is not due to just an 
absence of anxiety and fear; it is also due to strong, moving, and potentially 
transformational experiences of positive emotions.

Compassionate mind training aims to help us focus on and then easily 
access our experiences of contentment, self- soothing, and safety. We can 
use many methods, ranging from visualization and meditation to changes in 
behavior that lead to greater self- care and cultivate our capacity for compas-
sion. All of these methods involve the deliberate activation of the soothing 
and contentment system, which has evolved from the way mammals care for 
their young and from the emotional bond between parent and child.

As you probably know, the principle that underlies our understanding of 
evolution is natural selection, whereby the traits and behaviors that promote 
the survival and flourishing of a species tend to be passed from generation to 
generation, and those traits that don’t lead to survival will die off. From this 
point of view, what are the evolutionary functions of the human behavior 
that we’d describe as “caring for one another”? Well, most obviously, caring 
for our young allows them the greatest chances of survival and of passing 
their own genetic code to subsequent generations. Beyond this, bonds among 
families, friends, and relatives have allowed human beings to form groups 
and cooperate to ensure the survival and well- being of the group. Emerging 
from these behaviors are friendship, empathy, and altruism.

The way this happened was that, among mammals, the emotional 
systems related to soothing and contentment, which communicate safety, 
began to take on new functions that weren’t present earlier in evolutionary 
history; the functions of experiencing affection, affiliation, and care; produc-
ing a sense of calm; and quieting our threat- detection system.

When we view the evolution of caregiving and its relationship to the 
soothing and contentment system, it makes sense that because mammals 
have fewer offspring than many other kinds of animals, it’s far more impor-
tant that these offspring survive. You might see evolution as life playing out 
myriad options, exploring and evolving different ways to flourish and grow, 
in ever more complex and efficient ways. When Paul Gilbert describes evo-
lution as a flow of life, he’s being far more than poetic. There was a literal, 
physical transformation of the raw material of life on Earth into amino acids, 
proteins, and DNA, then into the variety of species that gave birth to one 
another, survived, and changed over hundreds of millions of years.
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Mammalian parents care for and invest in their young, providing the 
“secure base” we mentioned earlier, which allows offspring to safely explore 
their environment and then return to a protected, secure base. And with the 
arrival of primates, and eventually humans, with their caregiving behaviors, 
there emerged the soothing function of the attachment bond between the 
caregiver and child that serves as the foundation for the “compassionate 
mind”: human caregiving emerged as a complex blend of emotions, motiva-
tions, and behavioral tendencies that result in social mentalities with effects 
that are unique to humans.

CONTEMPORARY AND ANCIENT 
CONCEPTS OF COMPASSION
The concept of compassion is found incorporated into the earliest writings— 
for example, the Rig Veda, a beautiful epic poem from Central Asia com-
posed perhaps more than 10,000 years ago. When great civilizations emerged 
to transform people’s way of life, lifting them out of subjugation and oppres-
sion and creating abundance and prosperity, the shift involved a movement 
toward compassion and interpersonal empathy.21 The roots of the world’s 
great religions and traditions of wisdom, such as Christianity, Judaism, 
Islam, Hinduism, and particularly Buddhism, have emphasized compassion 
as a source of the alleviation of suffering. Western science has now come to 
recognize compassion’s role in society and its involvement in our emotional 
well- being: compassion has an evolutionary purpose, an essentially human 
character, and a measurable effect on the human mind and body.

All of us want pleasant feelings and, conversely, wish to rid ourselves of 
pain, displeasure, and anxiety. That just makes sense. But what’s the value 
of soothing above and beyond just feeling good? What purpose might this 
ability to regulate our emotions through mindful compassion serve? One 
key purpose is to give us courage, without which we wouldn’t be able to put 
into action what’s needed to calm and soothe ourselves, to confront our 
demons both inside us and outside. The loving parent keeps the child out 
of danger but also encourages the child to face up to the challenges of the 
world by learning how to experience anxiety and deal with it. So, compas-
sion is intimately linked to courage and the ability to face up to the things 
we fear. And you can find that courage within yourself more easily if you 
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create a calm, understanding, and encouraging voice in your head. That’s 
the simple message: if you train your mind to be compassionate, you’ll allow 
yourself the space to be able to do those things you need to do in order to 
deal with your anxiety.

I ask you now to use your imagination to notice how compassion and 
mindfulness might serve a broader purpose: Imagine that you’re the captain 
of a sailing vessel, and night has fallen on another day of your voyage. It 
might as well be ancient times, because you have no navigational instru-
ments— no GPS, no compass, no sextant— and the crew rely on your keen 
eyes and your sense of direction to guide the ship. Imagine that you’re sailing 
this ship toward whatever it is that you value most in your life— you saw 
it at last light, just on the horizon— that aim that will allow you to feel 
fulfilled, purposeful, and vital. Whatever that is for you, right here and 
now, is waiting on that horizon. You’re confident the ship is seaworthy; over 
the years, you’ve seen just how much stress and strain she can withstand. 
Nevertheless, tonight the sea is churning. All around you dark clouds and 
white- capped waves are swirling, and a storm threatens. This storm is your 
anxiety. The waves grow large, and the ship begins to pitch frighteningly. 
The crew shouts warnings and fearful cries to you, just as you can envision 
for yourself various horrible possible consequences of shipwreck. You are 
entering the storm of your anxiety. How can you remain calm enough to 
sail this ship on through to what matters most to you? If you turn back, 
you turn away from a life well lived. Though the storm seems to threaten 
to engulf the ship, you choose to carry on. Right here and right now, you 
can choose to bring your full, flexible, and focused attention to the present 
moment, through the practice of mindful awareness. Just as you, the captain, 
love your ship and crew and put their well- being before your own and can 
steel your determination, so too can you access a great wellspring of care 
and acceptance for yourself, through training your compassionate mind. In 
time, you can learn to activate your intuitive wisdom, access your mindful 
compassion, and remain calm in the storm of anxiety, as you move forward 
in the direction of your own valued aims.

This ability to remain calm in the storm is not only available to you, 
but is designed to be an essential part of what it means to be human. Many 
people have been aware of this for a long time and, fortunately, they have 
recorded a log of their own voyages and left a course for us to follow.

As we approach a deeper understanding of the role of compassion in 
emotion regulation, let’s take a look at what Western psychologists and 
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scientists have to say about the situation. Compassion’s essence can be found 
in basic human kindness, with a deep awareness of the suffering of oneself 
and of other living beings, coupled with a wish and an effort to relieve this 
suffering. This definition lays the groundwork for CFT, and research has 
found that training people in developing a compassionate mind in a gradual, 
structured way can reduce depression, help lessen shame and self- criticism, 
and help patients deal with difficult emotions, such as anxiety.

Compassion is not just an emotion; it’s also a multipurpose system and 
strategy for functioning and interacting with the world. Many aspects of 
being human, such as thinking, the experience of emotions, overt behav-
iors, and the deployment of attention, are all coordinated and activated by 
compassion in what CFT refers to as a social mentality,22 which is a blend of 
thoughts, emotions, and actions that guide our motivation. Social mentali-
ties also direct and affect our attention, thoughts, and behaviors as we seek 
out and maintain relationships with others and are involved in the posi-
tive feelings that arise when our relationships are working for us. They are 
also involved, however, in our experience of negative emotions that show up 
when our relationships aren’t working.

ARCHETYPES AND SELF- COMPASSION
The idea of an archetype has its origins in the writings of the psychiatrist 
Carl Jung, who defined archetypes as representing innate frameworks and 
prototypes for understanding ourselves and our environment. These pro-
totypes might not exist in the forefront of our awareness, but they influ-
ence us nevertheless, via our unconscious, to inform our thoughts, feelings, 
and behaviors. Examples are the prototype of “the mother” and “the hero.” 
Across cultures, languages, social structures, and historical periods, such 
prototypes emerge in myth, in social roles, and in the stories we make up 
in our own minds about the world. Archetypes represent “the source of the 
repeating desires and relationships that echo down through history.”23 But 
social mentality, which we touched on earlier, demystifies the concept of the 
archetype by viewing such patterns as naturally selected strategies that have 
evolved to guide our feelings, thoughts, and behaviors toward the best way 
to adapt and interact with our environment. So, when we’re training our-
selves to cultivate our minds to be compassionate, we’re actually activating 
and then developing an innate social mentality.
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Another leading Western researcher on compassion, Kristin Neff, has 
emphasized a theory of “self- compassion,”24 which is different from either 
self- esteem or compassion for others. Self- compassion involves three primary 
elements: self- kindness, awareness of our common humanity, and mindful 
awareness. It has been shown that higher levels of self- compassion have been 
found to correlate with lower levels of depression and anxiety. Such research 
has also demonstrated positive correlations between self- compassion and a 
range of other desirable experiences, such as enhanced life satisfaction, feel-
ings of social connectedness, a sense of personal initiative, and other posi-
tive emotions.25

It has been suggested that we’ve evolved to be able to preserve both 
ourselves and our genetic relatives and that we may have different emotional 
systems that guide our own survival and the survival of humanity as a group. 
The species- preservation emotion system is thought to have evolved from 
the loving bond between the nurturing mother and the dependent children, 
who were more likely to survive under the care and attention of loving and 
dedicated parents than under the care of neglectful or inadequate parents. 
Over millions of years, those qualities of nurturing, kindness, and care grad-
ually emerged as central and essential to our survival. As a result, we’ve 
evolved to feel soothed and feel safe in the presence of kindness, care, and 
loving attention. In turn, our sense of compassion has evolved into one of 
the major systems we use to regulate our emotions.

BUDDHIST MODELS OF COMPASSION
While Western thinkers adopted an outward- looking perspective, crafting 
technologies and scientific methods that would influence our physical, outer 
dimensions of interaction with the environment, Eastern thinkers devoted 
generations of effort to mapping and understanding the inward- looking per-
spective of mental and emotional experience. Only a few years ago, the very 
idea that reliable, scientific solutions to psychological problems might emerge 
from spiritual tradition may have sounded ludicrous to many psychologists 
and laypeople alike; however, scientific data continues to prove that Buddhist 
psychology has produced effective ways for us to alleviate human suffering, 
not only by altering our behavior and emotions, but also by actually chang-
ing the function and structure of the human brain itself.26 So, when we turn 
to Buddhist psychology as a starting point in understanding the nature of 
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compassion, we turn to it with a confident knowledge that thousands of 
years of scholarship and meditative practice have provided us with a legacy 
of unparalleled wisdom about the nature of our minds and our emotions.

Buddhist psychology expounds the idea that we all live our lives through 
the veil of our own imagination, thoughts, feelings, and emotional memories 
and that, as much as we might strive to see things as they really are, our 
inner world filters and distorts our perception. The aim of Buddhist psy-
chology is to train the mind to experience reality as directly and clearly as 
possible, moment by moment. In doing so, and in coming to accept reality 
just as it is, we can take a broader view of reality and become less attached 
to and stuck within our pain and suffering.

Generations of Buddhists have asserted that central to our individual 
spiritual evolution are four aspects of compassion, known as metta, karuna, 
mudita, and upekkha.27 Let’s take a look at each of these in some depth.

Metta refers to a feeling of loving- kindness for ourselves and for oth-
ers— a warm, friendly, and loving feeling; it means that we aspire for happi-
ness, both for ourselves and for others. This particular concept is crucial to 
an important and widely practiced meditation based on cultivating just this 
quality of metta. Later we’ll look at this technique in some depth, and you’ll 
learn exactly how you can cultivate this quality for yourself.

Buddhist meditators have long believed that a gradual development of 
metta is essential to our well- being and personal evolution. Recently, there 
have been some exciting studies that seem to support this view using neu-
roimaging to examine the brain functions and structures of long- term prac-
titioners of compassion meditation.28 It has been shown that advanced, 
compassion- focused meditators respond to distressing images and events 
with an increased activation of brain regions involved in empathy, love, and 
positive emotions. This supports Paul Gilbert’s assertion that compassionate 
mind training can result in a shift in our method of emotion regulation from 
reliance on the threat- focused response system to the affiliative, compassion- 
oriented soothing system. It appears that regular practice in developing 
loving- kindness may actually relate to changes in the brain that can help us 
deal better with stress and difficult emotions.

Karuna is typically translated directly as “compassion” and involves a 
heartfelt aspiration for all beings to be free from suffering. Beyond this aspi-
ration or motivation, karuna relates to the clarification of compassion as 
a value that guides and informs our behavior. People who are cultivating 
karuna are engaged in an ongoing commitment to ethical behavior that 
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serves the value of compassion and leads to happiness being shared and 
nurtured. As a result, those practicing karuna engage in a process related to 
actively bearing the suffering of others; indeed, modern behavioral research 
has found that simply acknowledging that we can feel each other’s pain 
is crucial to our ability to be more sympathetic and understanding. An 
element of karuna will be involved in your work to train your mind to be 
more compassionate.

Mudita describes a sense of joy that arises when we appreciate the well- 
being and happiness of others, and it’s believed to be an inexhaustible source 
of inner happiness that can be accessed through mental training. In some 
Buddhist teaching sources, mudita is related to the feeling of deep happi-
ness that parents take in the flourishing of their children. Jealousy, envy, 
and the addictive pursuit of pleasure are considered to be the opposites of 
mudita, and activation of these emotions is seen as a block to the experi-
ence of mudita. The goals of developing mudita relate to the goals of CFT, 
which aims to teach us how to deliberately come into contact with a sense 
of compassion in order to regulate other, destructive emotions.

Upekkha, which is discussed in the earliest texts of classical Buddhist 
psychology, is most directly translated as “equanimity,” an ability to meet 
both the good and the bad in life with an attitude of acceptance, willing-
ness, calmness, and understanding. Just such an attitude of mindful accep-
tance and a willingness to embrace the whole of life, from the smooth to the 
rough, has emerged in the most advanced research in psychotherapy as an 
essential element in the process of emotional healing. As we begin to learn 
about training our compassionate mind, we’ll see how cultivating accep-
tance of things just as they are enables us to experience joy and freedom 
more readily.

These four elements are the building blocks of human happiness; 
however, there’s one more aspect of the Buddhist concept of compassion 
that I’d like to discuss: bodhicitta.29

Bodhicitta is usually referred to as a passionate and selfless desire for the 
end of suffering of all beings; however, I like to remember what the roots 
of the word mean. “Bodhi” means “waking up,” and “citta” means “mind.” 
Many practitioners of Mahayana Buddhism believe that regular practice of 
gentle yet disciplined mental training will result in the possibility that all 
beings can be free from suffering and that this possibility is a natural part 
of our waking up to the reality of the human condition. Bodhicitta relates to 
the wisdom of knowing how we are all deeply interconnected.
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The First Turning of the 
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Exploring the Attributes 
and Skills of the 

Compassionate Mind

CONTRASTING THE ANXIOUS MIND 
AND THE COMPASSIONATE MIND
In our earlier discussion we learned how anxiety affects our attention, think-
ing, behavior, emotions, imagination, and motivation. We also learned that 
our affiliation and compassion system can be activated to stimulate our com-
passionate mind and change our mental state so that we have a calmer and 
more soothing way to deal with our experiences, good or bad.
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The diagrams below illustrate that two different types of brain patterns— 
the “threatened mind” and the “compassionate mind”— can affect the way 
we respond. Let’s look at how the activation of your threatened mind might 
result in a different experience than the activation of your compassionate 
mind. Imagine that you’ve had a history of feeling anxious in social situa-
tions, and you’re heading off to your first day of college, which starts with 
an orientation. All this week you’ll be meeting new people and be expected 
to form new relationships, ask questions, and start conversations; basically 
you’ll be faced with a host of different social challenges. This is the sort of 
thing you’ve dreaded your entire life, but it’s something you have to face 
today. Your threat- detection system is already active and creating a state of 
anxiety, worry, and fear; you could hardly sleep last night.70 The Compassionate Mind Approach to Overcoming Anxiety
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From Gilbert, 2010, Overcoming Depression; reprinted with permission.

The threat-detection system will affect what we attend to in our envir-
onment; for example, we might scan the faces of the people at the 
orientation to see if there is any evidence of disapproval. Our threatened 
minds might focus on hypothetical situations where we embarrass our-
selves or say the wrong thing. Our attention might become fixed on past 
social experiences that have led to feelings of humiliation or rejection. 
The activation of our threat-detection system narrows our attention, nar-
rows what we attend to, and keeps us feeling anxious.

When our compassionate mind is activated, we deploy our attention 
differently. Yes, we might be focused partly on some feelings of anxiety; 
however, our compassion allows us to mindfully make space for this and 
remember that these feelings are a natural part of the human condition, 
and not our fault. The compassionate mind allows us to be kind to our-
selves, and truly wish the best for ourselves, which will then allow us 
to feel an inner sense of safety and give us an ability to face uncertainty. 
Instead of focusing on the negative ‘what ifs?’ – ‘What if that person 
doesn’t like me?’ or ‘What if I spill tea down my shirt and make a fool 
of myself?’ – our attention may turn itself instead to the likely possibil-
ity that the experience of meeting new people may be rewarding and 
informative. Instead of putting pressure on ourselves to perform, excel 
and impress, we could allow ourselves to be good enough, just as we are, 

From Gilbert, 2010, Overcoming Depression; reprinted with permission.

Your threat- detection system will affect what you attend to in your envi-
ronment; for example, you might scan the faces of the people at the orien-
tation to see whether there’s any evidence of disapproval. Your threatened 
mind might focus on hypothetical situations in which you embarrass yourself 
or say the wrong thing. Your attention might become fixed on past social 
experiences that have led to feelings of humiliation or rejection. The activa-
tion of your threat- detection system narrows your attention, narrows what 
you attend to, and keeps you feeling anxious.

But if you were to activate your compassionate mind, you’d deploy your 
attention differently. Yes, you might be focused partly on some feelings of 
anxiety; however, your compassion would allow you to mindfully make space 
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for this and remember that these feelings are a natural part of the human 
condition and not your fault. The compassionate mind allows us to be kind 
to ourselves, and truly wish the best for ourselves, which then allows us to 
feel an inner sense of safety that gives us an ability to face uncertainty. In 
this example, instead of focusing on the negative “what ifs”— What if that 
person doesn’t like me? What if I spill my drink on my shirt and make a fool of 
myself?— your attention may turn itself instead to the likely possibility that 
the experience of meeting new people will be rewarding and informative. 
Instead of putting pressure on yourself to perform, excel, and impress, you 
could allow yourself to be good enough, just as you are, in this very moment. 
This warm self- regard and acceptance might allow you to see your freshman 
orientation for what it is: a learning opportunity and a new beginning.

The threatened mind affects how you think and reason; it generates a 
range of worries and predictions about how badly things could go, because 
it’s working in “better safe than sorry” mode.

Likewise, the compassionate mind affects how you think and reason—
but in a different way, open more to opportunities than to fear of rejection. 
The compassionate mind provides a counterbalance to the threatened mind; 
it remembers that you aren’t obliged to buy into the anxious thoughts that 
pop into your head.

If you let your threatened mind dominate, you may engage in certain 
behavior based on threat perception and a desire to find safety. So, in the 
example at hand, you may feel a desire to avoid the first day of college 
altogether and make up an excuse to stay at home. You may feel an urge to 
activate safety- seeking behavior, such as standing apart from the groups at 
orientation, pretending to look at your phone, avoiding eye contact, or even 
using sedatives or alcohol to “take the edge off.” Your urge to avoid, escape, 
or push away your feelings of anxiety is a natural result of the stimulation of 
your threat- detection system, and it can be very hard to withstand the pull 
of such urges when you’re stuck in threatened- mind mode.

In contrast, if you were to activate your compassionate mind in such a 
situation, new behavioral possibilities might present themselves. Remember: 
compassion gives us courage. As you made an effort to shift from your 
threatened mind to your compassionate mind, you might find the strength 
and wisdom to face your fear with mindfulness and acceptance and to 
more deeply engage in social interactions and new experiences. Rather than 
looking for ways to escape, you might focus on how to begin conversations, 
ask questions, and forge new relationships.
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The compassionate mind invokes feelings of warmth and support— it 
may cause you to feel as though a dear friend and mentor is with you, guiding 
you toward opportunities to live in meaningful ways, and, although you’re 
entering new and unfamiliar situations, with the help of your friend you can 
feel confident and secure that you can meet the challenge and handle your 
happy and sad emotions with equal measure.

Both the threatened- mind mode and the compassionate mind can also 
influence your motives, which would be different if you were faced with a con-
sequence of danger than if you’re faced with the reward of happiness and con-
tentment. To return to our example, you may feel conflicted if on the one hand 
you value the potential good things that may result from college life but on the 
other hand avoid becoming involved in college life because of your anxiety.

The compassionate mind motivates you to be kind to yourself, to be 
aware of our common humanity, and to allow yourself to enjoy the present, 
moment by moment. The compassionate mind is, above all, motivated to 
help you cope with and maybe over time even alleviate your suffering. The 
motive of the compassionate mind during the freshman orientation is to 
gently and kindly support you as you face new challenges and take new risks, 
so that you might live a more fulfilled and meaningful life. Your secure base, 
your affiliation, is within you, and when you find this place of safety you can 
then courageously move toward your aims, your horizon.

ATTRIBUTES OF THE 
COMPASSIONATE MIND
Compassionate mind training employs the use of the different aspects of 
who we are. For example, we can build our ability to mindfully observe our 
thoughts and emotions with acceptance, without condemning ourselves for 
the way we feel, and with a sense of perspective on why we feel as we do. We 
can then choose to take care of ourselves, as best we can, through compas-
sionate behavior. Compassionate mind training involves the development of 
attributes and skills that, combined, help us prepare to meet the challenges 
of anxiety. Compassion serves as a means of bringing our emotional systems 
into balance and increases our sense of well- being.

In CFT we use the concept of the compassionate mind because compas-
sion is a mind- organizing process that brings together our motives, emotions, 
ways of thinking, and ways of paying attention.
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The circular diagram below illustrates the different aspects of the com-
passionate mind. In the inner ring are the core attributes of compassion, 
and in the outer ring are the skills we can practice to develop our capacity 
for compassion.

Different Aspects of Compassionate Mind Training
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Diagram 3: The compassion circle: key attributes of compassion (inner 

ring) and the skills needed to develop them (outer ring)

Care for well-being

Motives and desires to be caring, supportive and helpful are at the root of 

compassion. Caring for yourself and others involves harnessing a desire 

and motivation to take a genuine interest in caring for and about others 

(and yourself) when in distress and to promote their well-being.8 In 

Buddhist psychology, the desire is to alleviate suffering, but it must be 

done ‘skilfully’ with knowledge of the causes of suffering and with efforts 

to acquire the means to help.9 In fact, humans can work out how to care 

for and nurture many things – from one’s own children to the family pet, 

plants and even the family car. Of course, we understand that caring that’s 

directed towards living things and those with sentient minds is different 

to caring for inanimate objects, but the desire to ‘look after’ runs through 

them all. Sometimes our caring is coloured by our also wanting appreciation 

from others or to be cared for in return – in fact, it usually is; that’s only 

human. Much of what we do is for mixed reasons, so don’t try to work out 

CompassionateMind_BOOK.indb   194 16/02/2009   15:14:03

From Gilbert, The Compassionate Mind, 2009; reprinted with permission.

We are going to start our journey around the circle by exploring the 
attribute described in this diagram as ‘Care for well-being’, which repre-
sents a compassionate motivation to care for ourselves and others and, as 
a result, to be motivated to address our problems with anxiety. 

First, we must acknowledge that our struggle with anxiety is excessively 
distressing and may be holding us back from a life that is more content or 

From Gilbert, The Compassionate Mind, 2009; reprinted with permission.

Your journey around the circle begins by exploring the attribute described 
in this diagram as “Care for well- being,” which represents a compassionate 
motivation to care for ourselves and others and, as a result, to be motivated 
to address our problems with anxiety.

First, you must acknowledge that your struggle with anxiety is exces-
sively distressing and may be holding you back from a life that is calmer or 
more content. Second, you must acknowledge that your life can be better if 
you come to terms with anxiety. After all, what would be the point of learn-
ing to manage your anxiety if it wouldn’t improve the quality of your life?

To get in touch with your motivation, you might begin by writing down 
the benefits of working on your anxiety. If you wish, stop now and make a 
list of what you’d like to do if your anxiety weren’t the focus of your atten-
tion. What have you given up due to the struggle with anxiety? Start with 
small things, and move on to bigger things. This list will help you to keep 
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your aims in life— those important things on the horizon— in the forefront 
of your mind and may help you remember what motivates you.

Jennifer, whom we met earlier in this book, made this list for herself:

•	 “If I were less focused on anxiety, I could pay more attention 
to developing new relationships and making new friends.”

•	 “If anxiety were less of a problem for me, I could explore new 
job opportunities rather than be stuck in one place.”

•	 “If I were more willing to allow myself to experience anxiety 
without also worrying about it so much, and to hold myself in 
higher regard and be kinder to myself, perhaps I could ride out 
the waves of panic that show up when I have a panic- stricken 
anxiety attack. They usually last only a couple of minutes,  
and they don’t cause me harm, but I can lose hours and some-
times days by anticipating and then worrying about whether 
I’ll have one.”

Consider the kinds of things that might get in your way— maybe you 
have thoughts that your anxiety is simply too great or too difficult to over-
come. Your brain will be acting on both fronts— to motivate you to face 
your anxiety and to motivate you not to. The compassionate mind approach 
suggests that you take a kind, understanding view of this conflict within 
you and then, as best as you’re able, begin to think about small steps first.

Motivation waxes and wanes, but it doesn’t come out of the blue. To 
keep yourself motivated, it’s useful to reflect on what you’re willing to work 
for, suffer discomfort for, or climb mountains for. You see, all of us have our 
mountains to climb, and anxiety might be yours. Tuning in to your goals 
and those things worth working for can help you stay motivated to engage 
with your pain, fears, and anxiety— and then you’ll know that you have, in 
your own way, been developing your courage.

When we’re motivated to change something in our lives, or in ourselves, 
we may often have mixed feelings; for example, some time ago, I made a deci-
sion to lose some weight. I was able to connect with a desire to be healthier, 
to feel more energy, and to generally feel better about the way I looked. Still, 
there was a part of me that was unhappy about this proposed new course 
of action. My attachment to eating fresh pasta and homemade chocolate- 
chip cookies resulted in some serious mixed feelings about denying myself the 
chance to eat what I wanted, when I wanted. But mixed feelings are natural, 
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and pretending they aren’t swirling around won’t help. Ultimately, I found it 
helpful to make space for the whole range of my feelings about weight loss. I 
tried to befriend both my ambition to be healthier and my sense of depriva-
tion and entitlement when dieting. The trick was to allow these mixed feel-
ings to be there, without handing my behavior and my life over to them. As 
a result, I did wind up losing the weight I’d hoped to, but not without the 
occasional bit of chocolate or ravioli finding its way into my diet.

To fully realize your compassionate motivation and allow it to flourish, 
recognize that your aspiration to care for yourself may need to share space 
in your heart and mind with your anger, your anxiety, your peevishness, 
and your resistance to, and fear of, change. Rolling with this resistance and 
opening yourself to the totality of these different feelings is a necessary part 
of the awakening of compassionate motivation.

Another key aspect of the compassion circle is sensitivity, which means 
paying attention to the various things that trigger anxiety, paying attention 
to how anxiety is experienced in the body, sensing the emotions that accom-
pany these physical sensations, and paying attention to the kinds of thoughts 
that come with the anxiety. Compassionate sensitivity doesn’t just mean 
that we become increasingly reactive, but that we become increasingly flex-
ible and able to respond as we become more intimately and acutely aware of 
the quality of how we experience things moment by moment. It means that 
our attention is more available and open to our difficulties and our response 
to them. As our compassionate sensitivity grows, we learn how to focus on 
and notice what anxiety is provoking in us or others.

It’s easy to avoid or deny what we’re experiencing, especially when we’re 
anxious, but if you’re going to be compassionate toward yourself and come 
to terms with your experience of suffering due to your anxiety, you need to 
train yourself to pay attention to the things that may be contributing to your 
difficulty and adopt a curious and open point of view.

This training can also teach you to notice what helps you deal with your 
anxiety. Of course, being out of the anxiety- provoking situation or engaging 
in various safety- seeking behaviors can temporarily reduce anxiety— but the 
aim is to “get better, not just feel better.” You can learn to pay attention to 
things that will help you respond in truly helpful ways— maybe by noting 
how to breathe soothingly and rhythmically, or maybe by noticing what 
happens when you change your way of thinking to a more compassionate- 
minded approach. The more we practice something the more confident we 
become, and it may be useful if you note down the mini- steps you’ve taken 
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to respond to your anxiety differently, such as when you respond positively to 
other people’s smiles or kind words, or when you feel empowered by meeting 
new people, or even just one new person, at a party. When you notice what 
works for you in the face of anxiety, you can build on these things and 
expand your range of workable, useful responses.

The third attribute of the compassionate mind in the CFT model is 
described as sympathy, and it involves being open to, and directly emotion-
ally touched by, the suffering of others and ourselves. Compassionate sym-
pathy is our ability to be emotionally in tune with our anxiety so that we’re 
not running away from it or denying it but instead feel sympathetic toward 
ourselves and moved by our distress so that we’re motivated to do something 
about it. Sympathy stands in direct contrast to anger— to getting angry with 
ourselves or angry with our anxiety. It’s the activation of our emotional 
system, the way we feel, in response to perceived pain, or even perceived 
joy in the flourishing of ourselves or someone else. Compassionate sympathy 
isn’t the same thing as being frightened of your anxiety or pitying yourself 
for your anxiety. It’s a kind sensitivity to distress. We have an understand-
ing of how painful and distressing anxiety can be sometimes, and just as 
our heart goes out to others who suffer from anxiety, so, too, should we feel 
sympathetic toward ourselves and our own suffering.

If compassionate mind training allows us to become increasingly sensi-
tive and sympathetic, it makes a great deal of sense that we’d aim to also 
develop distress tolerance, which involves learning how to tolerate our experi-
ence of anxiety without thinking that we must turn off our feelings or buy 
into our internal stories that tell us we can’t bear it. Our sensitivity will 
allow us to notice thoughts and attitudes that might be pushing us away 
from compassionate distress tolerance— and instead give us the feeling that 
the distress is overwhelming, rather than just deeply unpleasant. In order to 
experience and adapt our responses to suffering in others and ourselves, we 
can develop the capacity to tolerate distress and remain in the presence of 
disturbing feelings without feeling overwhelmed.

Compassionate distress tolerance will allow you to experience your 
internal response to pain and suffering without surrendering your outward 
behavior to your distress. Although you may still experience discomfort, 
worry, and fear, you’ll gradually develop the ability to tolerate these states 
and make choices about how you wish to act in the world.

You may often wish your anxiety would just go away, and perhaps you 
fantasize that therapy, pills, or meditation would immediately banish your 
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apprehension and take you to a state of ongoing bliss. But this isn’t how this 
life tends to unfold, no matter how psychologically minded, wise, or produc-
tive we might become. It may be a bit disheartening to discover that part 
of well- being involves learning how to tolerate distress, but be assured that 
the compassionate development of resilience, proceeding step by step, will 
provide you with new ways of responding that allow you to be less frightened 
and more able to cope.

There are many times in life when we must tolerate anxiety; for example, 
the first time you drove a car, maybe during a driving lesson, was probably 
rather frightening. Taking a major exam, such as a college entrance exam, 
could also be frightening. But despite your fear and anxiety, you may have 
tolerated such feelings because you had an incentive that if you made it 
through the challenging experience, the rewards would be good for you. 
Notice how this links to the things we explored in the motivation section. 
Learning distress tolerance helps keep us going in the direction of our valued 
aims. After all, those things that bring meaning and vitality to our lives are 
the reasons we’re willing to engage with painful feelings. When you pass 
your driver’s test, you gain freedom to come and go as you please; when you 
pass your entrance exams, you get to further your education and move your 
life in the direction that brings you fulfillment.

There’s no point in tolerating things that aren’t useful, however. If you’re 
being pressured by your peers to do something that either you know is wrong 
or you feel completely uncomfortable with, your compassionate mind will 
help you to have the courage to say no. Likewise, when there are other aims 
that you wish to pursue but that seem difficult, your capacity for distress 
tolerance becomes an important strength. One of the great costs of anxiety 
is the degree to which our struggle with it devours our time and energy and 
keeps us away from more profound and rewarding activities. Perhaps you 
avoid job interviews because you fear you’ll be rejected. Or you remain at 
home engrossed in worries rather than spending time with friends, seeking 
out new experiences, or building new relationships. Compassionate distress 
tolerance can help us live fuller lives.

Research has proven that people who have more positive and realistic 
beliefs about their ability to tolerate emotions are better able to respond 
flexibly to their experiences both good and bad, are more mindful of the 
present moment, are better able to make decisions, and are less prone to 
depression and anxiety.1 In CFT, compassionate distress tolerance affords us 
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the opportunity to experience difficult emotions and yet continue to move 
toward what matters most to us.

In our CFT model, empathy is the attribute of the compassionate mind 
that involves our capacity to think about, understand, and comprehend the 
suffering we encounter in the world. It relates to how we understand that 
we and others have motivations, emotions, desires, and fantasies that often 
underpin our behavior. It relates to our understanding that we and others 
are products of evolution and desire and that we feel similar things— we’re 
not alien to each other. Empathy enables us to understand that we, and 
our values, desires, and emotions, are also products of our history, and the 
sources of our feelings (including anxieties) can be found both in our histo-
ries and in the present moment.

The processing of the emotional pain of others and ourselves is known 
as compassionate empathy and is linked to our ability to tolerate distress. 
Here’s how it works: imagine that somebody tells you that your friend’s 
mother has died. When you call your friend, he’s crying, very distressed, 
and grief- stricken. Although you didn’t know your friend’s mother, you’re 
able to appreciate the range and depth of your friend’s emotional experience. 
You can feel his anxiety and grief as if you were experiencing it yourself. 
Your empathy allows you to imagine what’s going through his mind and 
body. Compassionate empathy allows you to recognize what might be helpful 
to him: how you might hold him in kindness, connect with him through 
your speech, or offer practical help. Beyond any logical or problem- solving 
mode, your empathy allows you to sense this experience from your friend’s 
perspective, to feel as he might feel, and to be moved by this awareness. 
Whereas your sympathy might want you to make things better for him—for 
the pain to just go away (and that’s a compassionate and understandable 
desire)—your empathy helps you understand this isn’t possible and that what 
he needs is someone who’ll simply listen and who’ll understand and validate 
his experience and feelings.

Empathy provokes curiosity and a desire to explore, engage with, 
and work to alleviate the suffering that we’re in intimate contact with. 
Compassionate empathy involves the capacity for gaining perspective, the 
ability to discern and internally represent the mental experience of others 
so that we can better understand another’s needs, aspirations, emotions, and 
concerns. Related to this is self- compassionate empathy, in which we direct 
the same feelings toward ourselves as you did for your friend whose mother 
died. It can enable you to think about your anxiety, understand what your 
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anxiety is really about, and understand what it needs in order to settle. 
Empathy invites you to react with wisdom and kindness, even if that means 
simply to understand and validate your feelings.

As discussed, anxiety often involves the activation of shame and self- 
blame. Depression and other unpleasant states also often involve severe 
self- criticism, or a hostile and judgmental view of ourselves or others. Our 
internal critic often keeps a running commentary, judging which feelings 
are good and which are bad. Mindfulness, however, involves a suspension 
of these judgments and the capacity to view ourselves and others from a 
noncondemning and nonjudgmental perspective. The attribute of the CFT 
model of mindfulness known as nonjudgment is a willingness to experience 
whatever our minds present, without buying into or being ruled by nega-
tive self- judgment, self- criticism, or self- condemnation. Compassionate non-
judgment encourages us to experience our thoughts and feelings for what 
they are and allows us to connect with a central theme in CFT— that our 
thoughts, feelings, and behavioral urges are not our fault. Compassionate 
nonjudgment can help us cultivate the compassionate mind.

Indeed, each of the attributes described above is an element in the acti-
vation of your compassionate mind. These elements are interdependent and 
support each other: if one attribute weakens or lessens, then compassion 
may falter. Imagine compassion without the motivation to be caring and 
helpful or without the desire to be tolerant of distress or feel empathy.

With this in mind, sometimes we need to do more work on one attri-
bute than on another. All of them can be expanded and strengthened by 
compassionate mind training specific to each attribute. The training allows 
us to shape new behaviors and capacities through small, consistent steps, in 
a gradual process. You can’t rush the process; gaining or enhancing these 
capabilities simply takes some time.

COMPASSIONATE SKILLS
As you do the work that lies ahead, it’s important to remember that you aren’t 
pursuing compassion for some abstract reason. All of your work in compas-
sionate mind training is in response to anxiety and is aimed at helping you 
build a greater sense of well- being and thus the freedom to take your life in 
the direction you want it to go. Training the compassionate mind develops 
such attributes as motivation, empathy, and distress tolerance, which can 
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help you cope with your anxiety. There are three main areas of compassion-
ate skill: compassionate attention, compassionate thinking, and compassion-
ate behavior.

Compassionate Attention
Compassionate attention involves directing your awareness to events in 

your outer and inner environment and relates to the quality, the direction, 
and the object of your attention, which, as we’ll see, can go a long way 
toward helping you respond to your anxiety. For a moment, let’s return to my 
client Jennifer and imagine that she’s experiencing a rushed and hurried day 
at school, under the pressure of deadlines and faculty politics. She might find 
herself so caught up in the flow of the demands of the workplace that her 
field of attention has been narrowed by stress and anxiety and has caused 
her to attend to negative predictions and hassles. She might be continually 
glancing at the clock and running on autopilot while her threat- detection 
system runs into the red. In contrast, though, imagine the same situation 
with Jennifer skillfully deploying mindful, compassionate attention to what’s 
going on around her. She may still feel anxious and stressed; however, her 
compassionate attention allows her to tune in to her emotional awareness 
with acceptance and warmth, moment by moment, and in turn she notices 
some of the more positive and rewarding aspects of her work and recon-
nects with her purpose of helping to shape the lives of her very young stu-
dents. Her active, compassionate awareness gives her the breathing room 
and working space to function more smoothly and calmly and helps her 
take care of herself, as much as she can, throughout the day. This quality 
and focus of attention will emerge as you develop the ability to engage and 
activate your emotion- regulation system to access your own place of safety, 
your own “affiliation,” and provide a sense of acceptance, kindness, and a 
secure base from which to operate. Mindfulness training is an excellent way 
to cultivate compassionate attention in order to better access the calming 
wisdom of self- compassion.

Compassionate Thinking
If you struggle with anxiety, it’s likely that the way in which you 

think isn’t helpful to you, isn’t workable in the long run, doesn’t open up 
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opportunities for you, and doesn’t move you toward your goals and values. 
Instead, your thinking probably focuses on threats and takes you in repeti-
tive cycles in which you get more anxious or worrisome and see your options 
closing down. Compassionate thinking involves widening your perspective 
and flow of thoughts, in tune with a compassionate way of being.

Compassionate thinking happens when you make a decision to note 
the kind of thoughts going through your mind, particularly those linked to 
threats. Then, you make the decision to see such thoughts for what they 
are: events in your mind. You may decide to pause, draw attention into the 
present moment through an awareness of your breathing, and ask yourself 
whether you need to buy into and surrender to your threatened- mind think-
ing or, rather, there might be a more workable, purposeful, and compassion-
ate way to respond to your environment in the here and now.

Granted, sometimes it may be helpful to be accurate and clear about 
what’s guiding your thinking; for example, if your anxiety involves fear of 
having a heart attack, then it’s important to get the information about the 
difference between feelings of panic and the true signs of a cardiac arrest. 
However, compassion is key— you’re directing your thinking to be helpful, 
and it may not be helpful to seek evidence for the accuracy or veracity of 
your fears. In fact, I’ve worked with many clients who’ve obsessively pored 
over the Internet to search for data about how likely it is that they’ll die in 
a plane crash or become ill from microwave- oven radiation. The data serves 
only to stir up their anxiety. Sometimes “looking for the evidence” can get 
us caught in a loop of safety- seeking behavior that activates our threat- 
detection system and bounces us around on waves of fear and apprehension. 
Additionally, sometimes highly accurate thoughts might not be very useful 
in a given situation. We can revisit the example of trying to escape from a 
high floor of a burning building by climbing down the fire escape: although 
it might be accurate to think If I fall, I might die, this isn’t going to help you 
make your way down. Instead, if you focus on making your way down the 
fire escape, albeit clinging on for dear life, you can also then focus on your 
grip and your footholds and, carefully as you can, ease your way down. This 
is a good example of what’s meant by compassionate thinking, which comes 
from a position of encouragement, warmth, kindness, and understanding 
rather than from cold logic. Remember that the definition of compassion 
involves recognition of your anxiety and suffering and an aspiration to do 
something about it.
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Sometimes people can be very good at recognizing that the anxiety 
they’re experiencing is irrational when they look at the evidence; however, 
their thoughts might be along the lines of My heart is racing and it’s scaring 
me, but I’m fit and healthy and am not about to have a heart attack, so it’s stupid 
of me to be frightened. Here, being able to discern that you’re experiencing 
anxiety rather than having a heart attack might give you a bit of relief, but 
the tone of condemnation and the desire to suppress the thoughts might 
actually be counterproductive. Unleashing your inner critic and trying to 
avoid your fears might have a semblance of rationality to it, but it’s unlikely 
to help you deal with your threatened- mind mode. In fact, as you angrily 
tell yourself off, you might even stoke up the activity of your “fight, flight, 
or freeze” response by becoming irritable at perceived threats. Alternatively, 
if you access your compassionate mind, and your compassionate thinking, 
you can be more patient and understanding toward yourself and your fears. 
You can encourage yourself to face the fear, let it wash over you, then shift 
your focus to other, more positive things. Time and again we come back to 
this motivation to be helpful. The aim is for you to be supportive to yourself, 
whether it’s by generating alternate, more positive thoughts, by becoming 
better able to adapt to your thought processes, or by allowing yourself to be 
exposed to the things that scare you.

Compassionate Behavior
With a foundation of compassionate attention and compassionate 

thinking, you’re free to engage in compassionate behavior that embodies 
your awareness of suffering and your desire to alleviate suffering. Such com-
passionate behavior allows you to bear your anxiety with warmth and self- 
kindness, as you move toward living your life fully, with purpose and vitality. 
Compassion is about being nice to yourself, not in an indulgent way but in 
a “moving forward” way. If you’re agoraphobic, you might find that you’re 
more comfortable sitting at home, but that may be far from compassion-
ate behavior toward yourself. Compassionate behavior in this case means 
finding the courage to make a commitment to engage with and overcome 
your anxiety by going out.

Compassionate behavior helps us face up to possible feelings of shame 
when we seek help for anxiety or depression. Keep in mind, this book is not 
an alternative to therapy, and if you’re feeling depressed or overwhelmed 
by your anxiety I’d encourage you to seek professional help. Compassionate 
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behavior is very much about opening ourselves to others and allowing our-
selves to be helped. Compassionate behavior is not about struggling on alone 
when help is available. Although later I talk about bearing anxiety and 
living with it in the present moment, compassionate behavior is not about 
masochistically tolerating pain. Whatever steps you take, do it in the spirit 
of helpfulness to yourself, with the aim of developing yourself step by step and 
getting what help you need as you go.

Compassionate behavior involves self- care, such as establishing regular 
patterns of sleeping and waking, maintaining a healthy and nourishing 
diet, and engaging in regular exercise or activities that promote health and 
release of tension. Sometimes, though, compassionate behavior may involve 
something we don’t typically associate with compassion. For example, gath-
ering up the courage to attend an anxiety- provoking meeting because it’s 
important for your professional development may be a form of compassionate 
behavior. Compassionate behavior may repeatedly involve acts of courage 
and resolve. For example, a father who’s anxious about his teenage daugh-
ter’s problems with drugs and alcohol may need to summon the courage to 
compassionately confront her and aim to organize treatment for her prob-
lems. When we engage in compassionate behavior, we’re consciously taking 
care of ourselves, even though it may seem distressing at the time. When 
we cultivate the compassionate mind, we’re activating and developing an 
ancient social mentality that has been designed by evolution to allow us to 
feel strong and calm, even when we’re in the midst of anxiety and a sense 
of danger.

Other Compassionate Skills
Our circle diagram includes a few other skills that combine with atten-

tion, thinking, and behavior to round out the capacities involved in compas-
sionate mind training: compassionate sensory processing involves being aware 
of physical sensations in a nonjudgmental, open, and self- compassionate 
way. This involves learning how to breathe regularly and smoothly (you’ll 
learn about this in part II) and to hold the body in ways that allow you to 
engage with your anxiety using willingness, mindfulness, and self- kindness. 
Elements of compassionate sensory processing will be used for some of our 
imagery- based exercises. As you’ll discover, connecting specific sensory expe-
riences to your experience of the compassionate mind, such as feeling your 
facial muscles forming a warm, gently smiling expression, can be helpful 
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in activating your compassion and mindfulness and soothing your anxiety. 
Compassionate imagery involves creating mental images that will stimulate 
the affiliative, supportive system that fuels and sustains the compassionate 
mind. If, for example, you allow your mind to brew up a stream of disturbing, 
frightening images and allow yourself to be so immersed in such images that 
they begin to dominate your behavior, you run the risk of handing your life 
over to the domination of your threat- detection system and your threatened 
mind. If, on the other hand, you deliberately practice focusing on images of 
compassionate and nurturing figures who accept you and provide you with 
a safe and soothing place or on images of being compassionate to yourself, 
you may be able to activate your compassionate mind and begin to manage 
your anxiety. Developing the skill of compassionate imagery can take some 
time, and it can be challenging; however, steady, gradual work in this area 
may begin to offer you new ways of engaging with, and freeing yourself from, 
excessive experiences of anxiety.

A lot of these skills might seem like things you already use: in our 
everyday lives we’re often moved to help others, to be supportive and kind. 
The “skillfulness” we’re seeking to cultivate in compassionate mind train-
ing involves bringing these qualities to life in ourselves and in response to 
the suffering we encounter in ourselves over the course of our lives. The 
aim is for us to activate the compassionate mind as we need it, moment by 
moment, in response to the challenges of life.

The Importance of the Intention to 
Be Compassionate
The cultivation and generation of feelings of warmth and kindness is 

an important element of all these attributes and skills. This is where some 
people begin to struggle. They may say they can feel kindness for others but 
they can’t feel kindness for themselves. This is common; it’s only natural to 
struggle to feel warmly toward ourselves when we’re distressed. Thus you 
might have to wait a bit for the feelings to get going, but the best way to 
proceed is to nonetheless practice compassionate attention, thinking, and 
behavior and allow the feelings to follow with time. In other words, it’s 
important to try to be warm, kind, and compassionate even when you’re 
“not feeling it.” If the appropriate feelings are hard to muster at first, they’ll 
come later, with practice. If you were in a bad mood, wouldn’t you try to be 
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kind to your family, even if you didn’t feel like it? Aren’t you a member of 
your family?

As you begin to function in more compassionate ways, perhaps even to 
extend your heart and hands toward others, your mind will become more 
sensitive to both your own and others’ emotions. You may become better 
able to notice and discern the quality of your own anxiety and the anxiety 
of those around you, without this anxiety feeling as if it may be a catas-
trophe in and of itself. When you’re intimately in contact with your own 
experience, moment by moment, you may be willing to experience life just 
as it presents itself, which may include the experience of anxious feelings 
and thoughts.
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Compassionate Mind 
Training for Anxiety
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Mindfulness as 
a Foundation for 

Compassionate Attention

The brain can only assume its proper behaviour when consciousness 
is doing what it is designed for: not writhing and whirling to get out 

of present experience, but being effortlessly aware of it.

—Alan Watts, The Wisdom of Insecurity1

As I said earlier, given that you’re holding this book, you probably 
have some experience with anxiety. Having read this far, you also 
may have begun to understand something about self- compassion 

and the motivation to overcome problems with anxiety. I’m glad that you’ve 
let yourself take the time to explore how our evolutionary origins have led 
us to possess a capacity for self- compassion that can help us to experience 
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calmness, flexibility, and courage, even in the presence of anxiety. You now 
can capitalize on what you’ve learned so far and begin to directly engage in 
compassionate mind training, using the techniques of CFT.

MINDFULNESS
Jon Kabat- Zinn famously defined mindfulness as the kind of awareness 
that emerges from paying attention in a particular way: on purpose, in the 
present moment, and nonjudgmentally.2 It’s one of those things better under-
stood through experience than by explanation: imagine how much more you 
could learn about swimming by being in the water than by reading about 
the backstroke. You can easily experience mindfulness by practicing some 
fundamental exercises that work with your attention, moment by moment. 
We’ll get to some of these shortly; however, mindful awareness is far more 
than a practiced method of meditation, and the aim is for it to become a 
way of being that allows you to encounter each experience with a growing 
degree of openness, acceptance, and self- compassion.

Over the past several years, mindfulness training has become an increas-
ingly popular and important part of Western therapy, and a great deal of 
the emphasis on the benefits of mindfulness training has involved helping 
people deal with anxiety- related stress, which is, as we discussed earlier, 
linked to the activation of our threatened minds. So, it makes sense that 
we begin with mindfulness when we begin to train ourselves to develop our 
compassionate response to anxiety.

For just a moment, let’s look a little bit more closely at the origins of 
practicing mindfulness. While much traditional wisdom uses attention- 
training exercises that resemble what we call mindfulness, the CFT concept 
of mindfulness is derived from the methods of the Buddha. The Sanskrit 
term that is now translated into English as “mindfulness” was “sati,” which 
describes a particular, deliberate way of paying attention that involves a 
blend of present- moment- focused attention, open awareness, and memory of 
oneself.3 Sati wasn’t pursued as an end unto itself but was used as a way of 
deliberately opening and shifting awareness to promote healthier and more 
“wholesome” states of mind, such as the state of being compassionate and 
wise.4 According to the Buddha, training in sati was important for overcom-
ing anxious and apprehensive states of mind.
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DIRECTLY LEARNING ABOUT 
ATTENTION
So far, you’ve learned a few things about mindfulness by reading. However, 
learning to be mindful is ultimately an experiential process: in other words, 
the only way to really learn mindfulness is by doing it. So, here’s an attention- 
training exercise that will prepare the way for your mindfulness practice.

Attention Exercise 1

This first exercise can be viewed as a game or experiment that can teach us 
about the nature of attention. It doesn’t take a great deal of time or a whole lot 
of effort.

1. Sit quietly for a moment and concentrate on your left foot. Notice the feeling 
in your toes and in the sole of the foot.

2. After about twenty seconds, switch your concentration to your right foot, 
noticing the sensations present in your heel, your toes, and so on.

3. About twenty seconds later, bring your attention to your fingers by gently 
rubbing your thumbs over your fingertips.

4. Take a moment, and then with your next natural exhale let this exercise go.

What happened to your awareness of your fingers when you were focusing 
on your left foot? What happened to your awareness of your right foot when you 
were focusing on your fingers?

You’ve just noticed that, as you redirect your attention, what you’re 
paying attention to takes up more of your mind than what you were previ-
ously paying attention to; what you were previously paying attention to fades 
from your consciousness.

Attention, then, helps to focus awareness; it acts like a sort of zoom lens 
that brings into focus one particular thing at a time.
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Attention Exercise 2

Sit quietly for a minute and simply remember a time when you were happy, 
when somebody made you really laugh, when you heard a funny joke, or when 
you were outside enjoying the sunshine on a beautiful spring day. Remember 
it in as much detail as you can. How did you feel? Who was with you? Notice 
what happens to your feelings as you focus your attention on this memory; 
notice how you may even want to smile again.

Okay, now take a breath and bring something new to mind: for just a 
few moments recall a time when you were upset. Recall what was happening 
around you, but don’t stay in that memory for too long. Notice what happened 
in your body and what happened to those happy feelings.

Did you feel differently when your attention was directed toward something 
new?

The changes in your feelings highlight the idea that what we pay atten-
tion to influences how we feel and that you can learn to take notice of, and 
direct the focus of your attention to, yourself.

This brief exercise has demonstrated that attention can, to some degree, 
be moved around voluntarily. Though our attention rarely stays put, if we 
remember our aim, we can return our attention again and again toward a 
certain orientation.

The exercise has also made you aware of the way the direction of our 
attention affects the way we feel both physically and mentally, and it’s useful 
to understand this when you begin to deal with your anxiety. In the next few 
exercises you’ll work with your attention and start to connect your attention 
to the fundamentals of mindfulness.

For the first of these exercises, you’ll focus on the natural rhythm of your 
breathing, allowing your breath to find its own pace and calming rhythm.

Soothing- Rhythm Breathing5

Find a comfortable place to sit where you can keep both feet on the floor 
and can allow your back to be straight. Your spine should not be rigid, but be 
supple and straight, in a posture described by CFT practitioners as “dignified” 
or “grounded.” Allow your feet to rest approximately shoulder- width apart, and 
allow your arms to be relaxed and hanging gently, with your hands resting lightly 
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on the tops of your thighs. Make any small adjustments to your posture that 
you need to be comfortable, and feel free to make such adjustments later if 
you need. As much as you can, allow yourself to fall silent and still, but allow 
yourself to feel comfortable and settled rather than trying to rigidly hold on to 
any particular posture. Now, allow your eyes to close, and draw your attention 
to the gentle flow of your breath into and out of your body. Feel your connec-
tion to your breath as it moves within you and when it is released. Continue to 
focus on your breath without aiming to change or correct anything at all; simply 
breathe in…and out.

After a moment, direct your attention to the flow of your breath, feeling it fill 
your belly as if there were a balloon in your abdomen that gently expands with 
air as you inhale and then collapses as you exhale. Feel your diaphragm move 
down and your ribcage grow rounder as you inhale, then feel your diaphragm 
relax and your ribcage contract as you exhale.

Notice next the movement of your belly as it expands and contracts, yet all 
the while allow your breath to find its own rhythm and its own pace. You may 
notice your breathing slightly speed up or slow down. If so, experiment with 
this for a moment, and ultimately allow the breath to be where it is and how it 
wishes to be. In this way, your breath is giving way to its own soothing rhythm, 
moment by moment. With each inhale, connect with the sensation of breathing 
in; with each exhale, connect with the sensation of breathing out. Allow your 
breathing to gradually slow down, and with each natural exhale draw your atten-
tion to the sensation of letting go with the whole body.

Most often, our breathing becomes somewhat slower and steadier during 
this practice. It may be helpful to feel the in- breath for a count of three seconds, 
hold for a moment, and then release the out- breath for a count of three seconds. 
Taking special care, notice the fullness of the experience of the out- breath.

For a little while, remain attendant to the soothing rhythm of your breath: 
feel each breath move in, notice the rising and falling of your abdomen, and 
sense the release of the exhalation. With part of your attention on the flow of 
your breath, bring some attention now to your feet on the floor, to your legs on 
the chair, to your back feeling straight and supported, and to the top of your 
head. Notice the sensation of being grounded and supported in your posture 
and, through your feet, being connected and rooted to the earth. All the while, 
the soothing rhythm of your breathing continues, as you follow it with gentle, 
supportive attention.

During this practice, inevitably your mind will wander. This is perfectly okay 
and, indeed, a necessary part of your practice. Take a moment to kindly give 
yourself some credit for noticing that your mind has wandered, and gently return 
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your attention to the breath with the next inhalation. This process of gently 
noticing where the mind is in the present moment and then gently returning 
awareness to the breath through the inhalation is at the heart of cultivating 
mindfulness through soothing- rhythm breathing. No matter how often your mind 
may wander, simply notice wherever it has gone, then draw your attention back 
into your body with the next natural inhale. When you notice that your mind 
has wandered, you’re noticing the very nature of the mind and observing that 
it moves in waves. It’s the nature of the mind to wander, and it’s the nature of 
mindfulness practice to gently and nonjudgmentally guide our attention back to 
the flow of our breath.

After a short while practicing this soothing- rhythm breathing, allow yourself 
to exhale and let go of the exercise entirely. Before you open your eyes, give 
yourself some credit for having engaged with this exercise, and recognize that 
you’ve taken some very important time to devote attention solely to yourself, as 
part of a process of cultivating well- being. When you’re ready, open your eyes 
and return to your everyday awareness.

REFLECTING ON YOUR FIRST 
MINDFULNESS PRACTICE
If you were to begin learning mindfulness exercises with a therapist or medi-
tation instructor, you might follow your first experience of soothing- rhythm 
breathing with a conversation. With your teacher’s guidance, you’d have the 
opportunity to take the time to reflect and share some of your observations. 
Since you’re learning these practices from this book and may be working on 
your own, it will be helpful for you to ask these questions of yourself and for 
yourself. To encourage you to make some space for your experience, and to 
notice any observations that may be presenting themselves to you, a number 
of questions are listed below. Please take a few moments to look at these 
questions and to respond. When you’re done, take some time to review your 
observations.

As we move forward, and as you begin to practice mindfulness, it’s a 
good idea for you to record your observations.

1. What did you notice about your thoughts, feelings, and physical 
sensations as you engaged in this exercise?
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2. How was the attention you experienced during the soothing- 
rhythm breathing different from your everyday, typical way of 
paying attention?

3. How might soothing- rhythm breathing help you deal with your 
anxiety?

4. Were there any obstacles or difficulties that presented them-
selves as you practiced the soothing- rhythm breathing exercise?

5. How might you bring some of the quality of mindfulness that 
you experienced in this first exercise to an everyday activity, 
such as washing dishes or making a cup of tea?

HOW TO PRACTICE
Mindfulness is a quality of attention that requires regular practice; for 
example, if I hired a personal trainer and went to the gym for one session, 
this probably wouldn’t change the way I look, would it? Likewise, if I planted 
a sapling it wouldn’t become a shady tree overnight. Lots of things take 
time to grow, and mindfulness is one of them. But evidence shows that, if 
practiced regularly, mindfulness meditation can significantly reduce anxiety, 
improve immune function, and change brain activity in as little as eight 
weeks.6 Beyond mindfulness, training to cultivate your compassionate mind 
will involve some form of regular practice, and it’s a good idea to begin 
by committing to setting aside a small amount of time each day for this 
purpose. It may vary from week to week, but commitment of some time and 
some consistency of effort will be of great benefit.

Typically, it’s a good idea to begin to practice mindfulness daily for at 
least the first few weeks. This would serve as a good foundation for building 
your compassionate attention. I know that it might seem daunting at first, 
but beginning in this way is an act of self- kindness and self- compassion that 
can have gradual but profoundly positive effects on your anxiety. Regardless, 
it’s important to start where you are and practice however you can. Some 
of the exercises ahead can take as little as three minutes, and when you 
become more practiced you’ll find that you’re able to bring compassionate 
and mindful attention to your state of being in the space of a single breath. 
Our work in CFT involves a gradual, gentle approach to the cultivation of 
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capacity for mindful self- compassion, so it’s useful to think about what you 
can aim for and to observe your experience moment by moment, day by day, 
and week by week as you continue to practice.

As you encounter the exercises in this book, read through the instruc-
tions before you begin, then recall the central ideas and steps as you engage 
in the practice on your own. People often find it helpful to begin mindful-
ness training with an audio guide. If you wish, you can download audio 
examples of similar exercises from my website, mindfulcompassion.com, and 
listen to them on your computer or MP3 player.

WHERE TO PRACTICE
It’d be a good idea to establish a regular setting to which you can return 
repeatedly to easily enter into and begin each exercise. This may be a quiet 
place in your home, or even in your office, where you’re likely not to be 
interrupted. It doesn’t have to be anywhere special, spiritual, or religious, but 
it does help if it’s somewhere that feels safe and a space that you can devote 
solely to yourself, with a compassionate intention for your own well- being.

For a number of exercises, you’ll be sitting with your back straight and 
supported for a period of several minutes, and it’d be good if you could find 
a comfortable chair, or even a cushion designed for meditation. It might 
also be helpful to devote some care to how your space looks and feels. Many 
people who regularly practice mindfulness and compassionate mind training 
will pay close attention to the cleanliness and the beauty of the space they 
devote to meditation and practice. When such a space is free from clutter 
and feels organized, it can be a mirror to the clarity that we seek. Sometimes, 
people find it helpful to display images or personal items that embody com-
passion or that they find pleasant. These can be symbolic items, such as 
a picture that has special meaning or a beautiful feather you found when 
you were on a walk. People who meditate under spiritual traditions, such as 
Buddhism, Hinduism, or Christianity, may choose symbols from their faiths 
that remind them of ideas like forgiveness, acceptance, or loving- kindness; 
however, despite drawing on some Buddhist ideas, the practice this book 
describes requires nothing with any spiritual association.

Overall, the aim is to allow yourself to take just a little time to set aside 
a space that feels like the right environment for you to pursue a greater sense 
of well- being, contentment, and calm.
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As you cultivate compassionate attention, you may encounter some 
anxiety- provoking experiences, and some people find that the safe environ-
ment they’ve created for their mindful meditation can help them feel safe 
and supported.

WHEN TO PRACTICE
It might not be surprising that many of us find it difficult to squeeze even a 
fifteen- minute mindfulness exercise into our heavily scheduled, demanding 
days. Many of the clients I’ve worked with over the years have found it chal-
lenging to develop a consistent mindfulness practice because “it’s so hard 
to find the time.” In my experience, finding the time to develop a mindful-
ness practice can be particularly challenging for people who experience high 
levels of anxiety and often worry that if they set aside some time for the 
development of their own mindfulness and self- care, they’ll be overlooking 
something else very important. All too frequently, people who are strug-
gling with feelings of shame and anxiety, and who are striving to prove that 
they are “good enough,” find it challenging to set aside time for themselves. 
Remember, though, that making the decision to cultivate mindfulness and 
learning to begin to move toward the development of the compassionate 
mind is, in itself, an act of self- compassion. It can give us a place to rest in 
the present moment and activate our experience of a secure, safe, and stable 
relationship with ourselves.

Establishing a regular time for practice— and, as much as possible, 
returning to the practice with reliability and consistency— can be important 
to personal growth, and it can be rewarding. Beginning your day with mind-
fulness practice can set the tone for the rest of the day by turning your mind 
and attention toward a nonjudgmental, open, and receptive experience of 
the present moment. For this reason, I often recommend that mindfulness 
be scheduled as a part of your morning routine. However, although mind-
fulness training is particularly well suited for a morning practice, it’s more 
important that you establish regularity and find a time of day that will work 
best for you. It’s more important to have consistent practice than to schedule 
your practice at a particular time of day that may not suit you. Generally 
speaking, even five minutes of formal mindfulness training on a daily basis 
will be more beneficial than longer periods of irregular practice.



88 The Compassionate-Mind Guide to Overcoming Anxiety

Recording your daily practice— recording the times when you’ve engaged 
in mindfulness training and whatever observations you might have— can 
really support and sustain your work. The form below can help you follow 
your progress, structure your work, and reflect on what you’ve learned, day 
by day and week by week. You can use this form for any of the mindfulness 
practices that follow.

Weekly Mindfulness Practice Record

Length of time 
in practice, if 
any:

Did you use an 
audio guide? 
(Yes or No)

What did you 
notice?

Monday

Date:

Tuesday

Date:

Wednesday

Date:

Thursday

Date:

Friday

Date:

Saturday

Date:

Sunday

Date:
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FURTHER MINDFULNESS EXERCISES
In CFT, mindfulness training typically begins with soothing- rhythm breath-
ing, but there are a range of other mindfulness practices that can prepare 
you to access and activate self- compassion in response to anxiety, worry, 
and fear. The following exercises may be used regularly to cultivate mindful 
awareness. I recommend that you choose one exercise for a given one-  to 
three- week period to give yourself the chance to explore and deepen your 
practice of this exercise before moving on to another.

When anxiety arrives, we notice it in our thoughts, our emotional reac-
tions, and also our physical sensations; however, by bringing mindful aware-
ness to the body, we can change our relationship to our anxious physical 
sensations and respond with greater flexibility and temper the activation of 
our threat- detection system.

The Body Scan is an exercise that many people find particularly effec-
tive for calmly and restfully dealing with stress, and it’s well suited to teach 
us to work with anxiety using our attention. It helps us direct a mindful, 
nonjudgmental awareness of the body at a gradual and deliberate pace.

The Body Scan7

The exercise is usually conducted lying down, or seated with the back straight 
yet supple. It’s best if you find a comfortable space and use a yoga mat, rug, or 
blanket to lie on. The temperature should also be comfortable. Choose a time 
for this exercise when you’ll be free from distraction or interruption for at least 
fifteen and up to forty- five minutes.

To begin, let your eyes close, and allow yourself to rest but not sleep. 
Allow yourself to fall silent and still. Gently direct your attention to the physical 
sensations you’re experiencing, and bring your attention to the presence of life 
in the body.

Allow yourself to observe the flow of your breath as it moves gently into and 
out of your body. There’s no need to breathe in any special way; just allow the 
breath to find its own rhythm. As you breathe in, notice the physical sensations 
involved in the inhalation. When you release the breath, allow your attention to 
flow out with the exhalation.

With each in- breath, gather and collect attention; with each out- breath, let 
go of that awareness.
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Now, gently direct your attention to the physical sensations you’re experi-
encing throughout your body at this moment. With each inhalation, allow your 
attention to gather at the points where your body meets the mat, the chair, or 
the cushion that supports you, and feel your weight sinking into them. As you 
exhale, notice the heaviness you feel as your weight seems to sink further.

Note: There’s no need to aim for any special state of being during this 
practice. There’s no need to strive to relax or to do anything but simply observe 
what you’re experiencing moment by moment. Let go of the urge to judge, 
analyze, or even describe your experience, then begin to direct your attention 
to the different parts of your body.

With the next natural inhale, allow your attention to move to the physi-
cal sensations in your abdomen. Notice the various sensations that accom-
pany each in- breath and out- breath. After staying with this experience for a few 
seconds, bring your attention up from your abdomen, along the length of your 
left arm, and into your left hand. Allow your attention to spread, as if it were a 
warm presence radiating down your arm, all the while noticing the presence of 
life in your body.

Merely observe the sensations in your hand. With each inhale, allow your-
self to imagine the breath flowing into your chest and abdomen and radiating 
down your left arm into your hand. Your attention will accompany this inhalation, 
as if you were inhaling awareness of the physical sensations present in your 
hand. Allow yourself to breathe in to the sensations in each part of your hand for 
several seconds. With each exhale, allow yourself to let go of that awareness.

As you do this, allow yourself to notice your thumb…index finger…second 
finger…ring finger…and pinky. Next, breathe in a collected awareness of the 
sensations in the back of your hand…the palm of your hand…and your hand 
as a whole. When you feel that you’ve completed your gentle observation of 
the sensations in your left hand, allow your attention to radiate back up your left 
arm, noticing the presence of life in your lower arm, your biceps, your triceps, 
and all of the parts of your arm.

With the next natural inhale, allow your attention to gather again in your 
abdomen. Next, allow yourself to bring this attention to the sensations in your 
right arm and hand, in the same manner that you used with your left.

At a comfortable pace, and with an attitude of gentle, nonjudgmental curi-
osity, direct your attention to each of the areas of your body in turn. Take your 
time and spend as long as you need, before exhaling and letting go of this area 
and moving the attention to the next part of your body. Breathe in to the sen-
sations in each foot (and each of the toes)…each lower leg…shin…and calf…
pelvic region…lower back and abdomen…upper back and shoulders…neck…
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and the contact point between your head and your spine, just behind your 
eyes…Now, bring attention to the muscles of your face…forehead…and scalp.

Allow yourself to take this slowly, and when you observe discomfort or 
tension in any part of your body, allow yourself to again breathe in to the sensa-
tions. As much as you can, attempt to stay with each sensation, merely observ-
ing it, being with it moment by moment. Remember that it’s the nature of our 
minds to wander. When you notice that your mind has drifted away from the 
focus on physical sensations, accept that this has happened, allow some room 
for this experience in your awareness, and gently draw your attention back to 
your physical sensations with the next natural inhale.

After you’ve spent some time engaged in this practice, having brought a 
mindful awareness to your body over the course of several minutes, gently allow 
your breath and attention to return to settle on the physical sensations in the 
abdomen.

Now, with the next natural inhale, allow your attention to focus on the 
sounds that surround you in the room, then to the sounds outside the room. 
Following this, allow your attention to gently settle on the sounds even farther 
away than that. Giving yourself a few moments to gather your attention and 
orientation to your presence in the room, you can open your eyes and resume 
your daily activities.

The Body Scan is a useful practice to engage in regularly for a period 
of at least two weeks, in order to begin to experience the effect of regular, 
mindful release of tension and the direction of flexible, focused, and non-
judgmental attention to your experience of stress and anxiety in the body. 
You can use the log in the previous section to record your practice of the 
Body Scan.

The next exercise, Soften, Soothe, and Allow, is one that many of my 
patients have benefited from as a daily practice. It helps us see how we can 
use mindfulness to make space for our experience of anxiety and helps us 
see how we might apply mindful and compassionate attention to our experi-
ence of distress.

Soften, Soothe, and Allow8

Just as with the other mindfulness and compassionate- attention exercises, 
begin by adopting a stable and grounded posture, with your back straight and 
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supported. Settle upon your cushion or chair and allow your breathing to settle 
into the natural pace and rhythm that emerges through your soothing- rhythm 
breathing. When you’re ready, take three more breaths in this way, feeling the 
release of tension each time you exhale.

With the next natural inhale, direct part of your attention to the sensations 
present in your body. Whatever you notice, allow yourself to continue to focus 
also on your breath, feeling the movement of your belly, and bring open, non-
judgmental attention to the presence of your breath in the area of your heart.

With each inhale, bring compassionate attention into your body; with each 
exhale, let go of tension. Pay attention to any experience of emotions in your 
body. What physical sensations, in this moment, feel related to your emotions? 
Perhaps you’ve experienced anxiety or distress; if so, this is the time to allow 
yourself to feel where this emotional experience presents itself as a physical 
sensation. You may feel anxiety as tension in your chest or throat, for example. 
Wherever it is, notice it, and bring compassionate attention to this place with 
each inhale, and feel yourself softening into that space in your body. Imagine 
this as similar to applying heat to relieve stiff or sore muscles. Let go of physi-
cally forcing anything at all, and repeat the word “soft” over and over again, 
with the soothing rhythm of the breath. There’s no aim to suppress or avoid 
any experience at all here; you’re simply bringing mindful and compassionate 
attention to your emotional and physical experience in this very moment. Stay 
with this process of softening for a few minutes.

Having softened into this experience, now, if you like, bring one of your 
hands to your chest, just over your heart. Feel the warmth of your hand, and 
through it direct kindness and soothing thoughts to yourself. Recognize your 
struggle, and direct warmth and acceptance toward yourself and your experi-
ence. Speak kindly to yourself, out loud or in your thoughts, validating your 
struggle with anxiety and distress and connecting with your compassionate 
inner voice— for example: I can see how hard this has been for me now. This 
pain and these difficult experiences are a part of life, and this is not my fault. 
May I grow into greater well- being, peacefulness, and happiness, moment by 
moment.

Next, gently repeat the word “soothe” in your mind, with part of your atten-
tion resting in the soothing rhythm of your breath. You may also choose to 
imagine the experience of soothing and kindness arriving at that place in your 
body where you’ve felt your emotion physically affect you. Notice your inhale 
and exhale as much as you can. Remain with this process of soothing for a 
few more minutes.
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As a final step, consciously let go of the need or urge to get rid of your 
emotional experience. As you exhale, let go of any effort to avoid or suppress 
your emotion. Having softened into the experience, and having brought sooth-
ing attention to your struggle, ask yourself to allow your discomfort to be just 
as it is in this moment. The feeling doesn’t need to be pushed away. You’re in 
a safe place, and you can just allow this emotion to be where it is for now and 
to go in its own time. This time, silently repeat the word “allow” in time with the 
soothing rhythm of your breath. Just as you have at each step of this practice, 
stay with this for a few minutes, or for however long feels right to you.

You may choose to silently repeat the words “soften, soothe, allow” in your 
mind as you follow your breath during the last minutes of the exercise. Stay with 
your breath for as long as you need, resting in the soothing rhythm and direct-
ing mindful, compassionate attention to your emotion.

When you’re ready, take one last inhale, then exhale slowly and let go of 
this exercise altogether, giving yourself credit for having deeply engaged with 
this practice.

Like the earlier mindfulness exercises, Soften, Soothe, and Allow can 
be used daily for a period of several days, weeks, or months. This practice, 
however, may also be used in an abbreviated form to bring compassionate 
attention into contact with anxiety in the moment it appears to you, wher-
ever you are. This will represent an important transition point, where your 
practice of mindful awareness begins to move from the meditation cushion to 
your day- to- day emotion- regulation responses. The Three- Minute Breathing 
Space and Mindful Walking will take this application of mindfulness skills 
further into the flow of your everyday life.

The Three- Minute Breathing Space9

As the name implies, this exercise involves only a small time investment, but it 
can bring enormous benefits and help you become calm when you begin to 
suffer from anxiety.

Sit with the soles of your feet touching the ground and your back upright 
yet supported and comfortable, in a dignified and erect yet relaxed manner. 
Feel yourself rooted to the earth at the points where your body meets your 
chair and the floor. Allow your eyes to close or, if you prefer, just allow your 
eyelids to relax as you cast your gaze gently at the floor. Now, direct part of 
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your attention to the soles of your feet and then to the flow of experience that 
unfolds in your mind. Observing thoughts, feelings, and physical sensations, 
allow yourself to notice, as much as you can, what presents itself to you at this 
moment, paying particular attention to those feelings, ideas, and sensations that 
may be unpleasant or upsetting. Rather than pushing these away, allow them 
to be just as they are. Take a moment to allow yourself to simply acknowledge 
the presence of these experiences, making space for whatever emerges and 
flows through your field of inner observation.

Now, having allowed yourself to sit in the presence of this moment, with 
whatever it brings, change your focus and direct your attention toward your 
breath. Observe your breathing, and direct your attention to the movements 
of your body as you exhale and inhale. Take special notice of the bellows- like 
movement of your abdomen, as your body gently allows the air to move in and 
out, moment by moment. Take a minute to stay with the flow of your breath 
and allow your attention to blend with the movement of breathing itself, as best 
as you can.

Next, allow the scope of your awareness to widen to gradually encompass 
your entire body. As you inhale, bring your attention into your body as a whole 
and sense your body gently expanding; as you exhale, completely let go of that 
awareness. Stay with this experience for about a minute, and allow yourself 
to make space within your body and mind, as best as you can, for whatever 
arrives.

Next, begin to let go of this exercise, by directing part of your attention 
again to the soles of your feet, then to the top of your head, then to everything 
in between. When you’re ready, allow your eyes to open, and let go of this 
exercise entirely.

If possible, make time to practice the Three- Minute Breathing Space 
several times a day, in addition to a daily, regular mindfulness practice, such 
as Soften, Soothe, and Allow or the Body Scan. At first, practice the Three- 
Minute Breathing Space while seated; later, try to engage with the exercise 
while standing. This brief exercise can also be used as a coping response 
during those moments when you feel the intensification of stress and anxiety.

Mindfulness is more than just a technique for addressing problems, 
however. It’s a natural, human state of being that can allow us to more 
fully experience the richness of the present moment. As such, you should 
aim to gradually bring this state of mindful acceptance into other areas of 
your life so you can learn to take mindful action. A good place to begin 



Mindfulness as a Foundation for Compassionate Attention 95

this transition is with the simple act of walking. The following exercise will 
teach you how to begin to integrate mindfulness into all of your activities.

Mindful Walking10

Find a place, inside or outside, where you may walk for fifteen to twenty minutes 
with relatively little concern for onlookers or interruptions. You might choose a 
park, a city block, a shopping mall, or even a path through the rooms of your 
home. Begin by standing with your feet slightly less than shoulder- width apart. 
Keep your knees supple, your back straight, and your arms relaxed. Gaze 
forward but with a wide- angle focus. As you inhale, direct your attention toward 
the soles of your feet. Allow yourself to sense the connection between your 
feet and the floor. With each inhale, observe the presence of life in your legs 
and feet, feeling the distribution of your weight throughout your body; then, 
with each exhale, let go of this awareness. After some time experiencing this, 
slowly transfer your weight to your right leg, taking note of all of the richness of 
the sensations involved. Next, allow your attention to focus on your left leg and 
transfer your weight to it. You may experience a sensation of the right leg feeling 
lighter or “emptying” as you rely on it less for support. Allow your attention 
now to be divided between your legs, noticing the different sensations present 
throughout your lower body.

When you’re ready, allow your left foot to slightly lift away from the floor. 
Notice the sensations in your muscles as it lifts and then gently moves forward 
to take a first step. Gradually and deliberately move your left leg forward, all the 
while gently observing the physical sensations that accompany this action. As 
you complete this first step, notice the sensations involved as you place your 
left foot back on the floor. Feel your weight transfer as your body uses your 
leg and foot for support and as its contact with the ground grows heavier and 
more assured. As this occurs, notice whatever sensations emerge in your right 
leg as it lets go of the weight and support, growing lighter as the movement 
continues. As your weight is transferred to your left foot in a stable fashion, 
repeat this process with your right foot. Breathe into the sensation of your right 
foot leaving the floor. Observe the presence of life in your body as your right 
foot moves forward to take the next step. Again, notice the physical sensations 
as your foot makes contact with the ground and you complete this next step. 
As you do this, allow your motion to flow from one step to the next, rather 
than complete these steps as discrete, robotic movements. Notice how your 
intention guides your body, drawing it forward slowly in space and time. Your 
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movements may seem as if they’re happening in slow motion. Continue to take 
steps in this fashion, continuing along the path you’ve chosen. As you do this, 
keep some of your attention connected to the flow of your breath and to the 
spreading sensations throughout your body.

As you walk, connect your attention to the presence of life throughout 
your body, noticing with kindness and gentle acceptance any sensations that 
present themselves. Keep your gaze softly focused ahead of you, aware of your 
surroundings, but also persistently aware of your presence in your body. As 
with earlier practices, your mind will inevitably wander from the act of walking. 
Whenever this occurs, take note of where your mind is focused at that moment, 
and kindly direct your attention back to the act of walking. It may be useful to 
use the sensation of your feet on the ground or the relaxed straightness of your 
spine as a focal point to draw your attention back to the physical sensations 
that emerge moment by moment.

Your pace should now be moderately slow, but reasonably comfortable. In 
time you may find yourself walking at a more “normal” pace. Note any tendency 
to speed up excessively, as you’d notice any distraction in your mindfulness 
practice, and gradually allow yourself to return your attention to the physical 
sensations of walking, anchoring your awareness through your breath and 
through your physical contact with the ground.

When you’ve concluded this practice, allow yourself to exhale fully and 
completely let go of the exercise, giving yourself credit for having engaged in 
this work and moving toward developing greater mindfulness and compassion.

After working with this exercise for a few days or weeks, you might 
choose to bring the same quality of awareness to other activities, making 
the transition to applied mindful awareness. In this way you might have the 
experience of connecting with your observing self as you go through your 
everyday life.

CHALLENGES ON THE PATH TO 
MINDFULNESS AND COMPASSION
As you engage in mindfulness training, you’ll probably come into contact 
with some obstacles and challenges. This is a normal part of any endeavor. 
I doubt anyone ever set out to learn to play the violin or the guitar without 
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hitting the wrong notes or having sore fingers. Learning involves stumbling 
and confusion. A compassionate and mindful awareness of your step- by- step 
learning can allow you to embrace the process, rather than descend into self- 
criticism and shame. Cultivating a compassionate mind involves a gradual 
development of your inborn, intuitive wisdom and requires patience and con-
sistency. Never punish or judge yourself if you feel like you’re not making 
sufficient progress— try to accept yourself as you are in the present moment.

Let’s take a look at some of the challenges and potential problems you 
may face, so that you’re ready if you encounter them. The challenges we face 
in cultivating mindfulness and compassion are often things that we can’t 
work around, but we can work through them.

Trouble Letting Go of Judgments
Although you might intellectually grasp the notion of nonjudgmen-

tal awareness, you may still stubbornly cling to judgments. This is to be 
expected and is a part of the ongoing process.

For example, after doing a mindfulness exercise, you might wonder 
whether you’ve done it the “right” way; however, for our purposes, as long as 
you’ve allowed yourself time to sit with your experience and observe the flow 
of your attention, you’ve done the exercise right. Mindfulness is a practice of 
being rather than doing, and it really is one of the few human activities that 
allows us to totally let go of the idea of “getting it right.” I find it helpful, 
particularly on days when my mind seems too active to sit still, to remind 
myself of the Buddhist saying that “as soon as we sit on the meditation 
cushion we are already enlightened.”

Keep in mind that mindfulness is the nonjudgmental observation of the 
contents of consciousness, and compassion is the nonjudgmental awareness 
of the observer herself.

Trouble Staying Awake
Another challenge to practicing the exercises is staying awake! For 

example, the deep relaxation that results from the Body Scan may lull some 
of my clients to sleep. This response is completely normal, but it’s important 
to remind yourself that, with practice, the Body Scan becomes more an 
exercise of “falling awake” than of falling asleep. With practice this will 
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happen naturally, so if you find yourself falling asleep in the beginning, see 
whether you can open your heart with compassionate self- acceptance and 
just let yourself be where you are in the process. That’s much more in tune 
with our aims than struggling to “be better.” If you have particular difficulty 
staying awake during mindfulness work, even after several weeks of practice, 
you may opt to practice with your eyes open, and direct your attention to 
a space on the floor or an object in the room that you find comforting. 
Whatever you need to do to adapt these practices to work for you, the key 
is that you keep engaging and experimenting and practicing.

The aim is for compassionate mind practice to ease your anxiety and 
to activate your affiliation system— that accepting, soothing system within 
yourself—to form a secure base from which to operate in the world with 
compassion and courage.

Trouble Relaxing
Although mindfulness can be relaxing, people often report that they 

feel anxious or experience difficult emotions during their daily practice. 
Sometimes this can make it seem as if the mindfulness- training tech-
niques didn’t work; but, in fact, bringing mindful awareness into contact 
with anxiety may be exactly how this practice works. During the practice of 
mindfulness, the aim is to fully experience whatever may unfold before your 
mind, moment by moment, in a spirit of willingness, curiosity, and openness. 
This is different from pushing away and avoiding uncomfortable experiences 
or attempting to control your emotions. By experiencing your anxiety in this 
new way, you open the door to compassionate attention and prepare yourself 
to come into greater acceptance of who you are and rest in the presence of 
your compassionate mind. You may actively learn that attempts to control 
and suppress anxious emotional experiences may actually be amplifying and 
perpetuating your distress. Mindful acceptance and compassionate attention 
directed toward yourself can help you break this cycle and help you cope 
with your experiences.

The Five Hindrances
Traditional Buddhist writings on mindfulness and liberation from anxious 

suffering describe five potential roadblocks to cultivating mindfulness. These 
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obstacles are sometimes known as the Five Hindrances.11 Let’s take a look 
at these natural human tendencies and try to find ways to open the door 
for compassion.

The first of these hindrances involves a craving for pleasurable experi-
ences. The pull of something appealing in your environment or even in your 
imagination can persistently draw you to be hooked by the craving for and 
fixation with desirable or exciting thoughts, images, and experiences. This 
natural tendency can distract you during mindfulness training, but when 
you notice these distractions and preoccupations, you simply need to make 
space for them, acknowledge them, and bring your attention back to the 
present moment with your next inhalation. You may need to repeat this 
several times, but each time knowing that you’re practicing a new way of 
relating to an experience that can dominate your thoughts, images, and 
feelings and, as a result, your behavior. You’re also practicing the ability to 
observe and balance your emotion- regulation system, allowing for the even-
tual activation of your compassionate affiliation system.

The second of these classical Buddhist hindrances is ill will, which refers 
to a preoccupation with memories of painful emotions, a preoccupation 
with emotional and physical pain (or discomfort) in the present moment, 
or concern about pain in the future. This can be anything from a persis-
tent itch or cramp to a nagging memory of a lost opportunity. Habitual 
entanglement with painful experiences, irritants, mild discomfort or itching, 
or anything generally unpleasant can be a persistent and challenging distrac-
tion, but you can meet these distractions with mindful acceptance and, after 
exhaling, return to the present moment.

In these first two hindrances, we can see how attachment to having 
what we want and getting rid of what we don’t want both conspire to redi-
rect and distract us from engagement with the present moment. Through 
the development of mindfulness and compassionate attention, you can 
work with these two hindrances by anticipating the pull of sensory experi-
ences, recognizing that this is a natural part of being human and not your 
fault. Reflecting on your practice, you can recognize that both pleasant and 
unpleasant inner experiences might arise during mindfulness training and 
that both can be met with flexible, focused, nonjudgmental attention and 
by, again and again, returning your attention to the simple, open observa-
tion of each individual moment.

The third hindrance to meditation practice is anxiety and restless-
ness. We can see, in this hindrance, the activation of our threat- detection 
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system, and the ways our always- on, “better safe than sorry” problem- solving 
machine can get ahold of our whole being, narrow our attention, and shift 
us away from the directions of our valued aims. The activity of your threat- 
detection system may result in the urge to fidget while you try to keep your 
body still during mindfulness practice. Mindfulness training gives us the 
opportunity to notice and to take action to change these habitual patterns. 
Through mindfulness, we can practice staying in the presence of anxious 
agitation, remain open and aware, and bring compassionate attention to our 
experience throughout the process. This is the first step in conscious activa-
tion of our compassionate emotion- regulation system.

The fourth hindrance is known as sloth or torpor; it refers to low energy 
levels, a state of exhaustion, and a general slowness to respond. This hin-
drance may manifest itself as “lazy” avoidance, as procrastination, or as 
the symptoms of low energy and exhaustion that can so often accompany 
depression or the feeling of being overworked. If you encounter this problem 
occasionally during your mindfulness practice, you might simply be tired 
or possibly have overeaten. However, it may also be the result of a strong 
aversion to fully experiencing some unprocessed emotions that might show 
up during the practice. Scheduling and commitment to practice even in 
the face of an urge to procrastinate can be very helpful in overcoming this 
problem. Working with a teacher or therapist or sharing these experiences 
with others who are practicing mindfulness training can help you work 
through these problems. In my own experience, I often have thought, I’m 
too tired to practice mindfulness or I don’t have the energy to sit. When I hold 
myself, gently, to the commitment that I have made, and practice mindful-
ness for even a few minutes, I often find that I have much more energy, and 
a much greater sense of ease, after sitting. There is no guarantee this will 
always be the case, but I do find it an encouraging experience, and it helps 
me return to my practice when my mind is telling me to just avoid it.

The fifth and final hindrance is described as doubt or indecision, which 
means that it’s challenging for us to commit and have clarity of purpose in 
our practice. When you aren’t sure of the outcomes, you may often go back 
and forth over what to do. Indeed, humans aren’t comfortable with ambigu-
ity. We’ve evolved to treat something that might be bad as if it were bad. Part 
of this might be related to a discomfort with uncertainty, which is charac-
teristic of people with chronic worry, known as generalized anxiety disorder. 
This doubt may also involve self- doubt, arising from a negative belief about 
your own abilities and strengths. In this, we can see the activation of the 
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blaming and shaming parts of our threat- detection system. Part of mindful-
ness training involves the gradual acknowledgment of such doubts as part 
of the flowing landscape of the mind. So your work lies in applying mindful 
awareness to whatever arises in this moment; in this way, you won’t need to 
surrender control of your behavior to the stream of emerging private events 
that continuously presents itself in your mind. This will result in a flow of 
compassionate attention that will form the foundation for developing your 
compassionate mind.

Having used mindfulness training as the platform for the development 
of compassionate attention, we can now proceed to cultivate the capacity for 
compassionate imagery, compassionate thinking, and compassionate behav-
ior through further compassionate mind- training exercises.
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Compassion- Focused 
Imagery

When faced with the intensity of your anxiety response, you may 
often crave relief and escape. As discussed, this is a natural reac-
tion to a perceived threat, as part of the “fight, flight, or freeze” 

response. Unlike fleeing from dangers in your environment, however, fleeing 
from anxiety, worry, or panic can amplify and deepen the activation of your 
threat- detection system. If you’re wracked with anxious suffering but escape 
and avoidance will only make things worse, where are you to go, and what 
are you to do?

In your work with this book so far, you’ve begun to explore other ways of 
addressing your threatened mind. This has led you to a point where you can 
directly train your mind to activate the capacity for compassion, calm, and 
courageous acceptance steeped in warmth and inner strength. You’re begin-
ning to learn how to direct this capacity to the experience of anxiety. This 
takes time, and it means that you’ll be working directly with your experience 
of anxiety. This can sound intimidating, yet you’re bringing a very powerful 
ally along with you on this journey: your compassionate, tolerant mind.
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THE POWER OF THE IMAGINATION
The skills and attributes of the compassionate mind can help you focus on 
the present with a sense of strength and stillness, even when things seem to 
fall apart around you. Your compassionate mind stimulates a part of you that 
possesses courage and authority when faced with fearful situations. When 
we use the compassionate mind, we’re awakening an evolved capacity to 
operate effectively while still in the presence of our anxiety. One of the 
most powerful tools that we have in cultivating the compassionate mind 
is our capacity for imagery, which can be used to help us activate different 
emotions and physical sensations. For example, you’ve seen that what you 
focus your attention on can affect how you feel. Similarly, when you imagine 
an event, your whole being can respond as though this mental event had 
actually happened, and this can create trouble due to anxiety. You might 
imagine a potential disaster, become fearful, and then avoid the situation 
you worry about. If you’re hungry and imagine a meal, you can stimulate 
your salivary glands. Similarly, if you imagine scenes of a sexual nature, you 
may feel aroused. This basic human ability for the imagination to stimu-
late systems in the brain and body can also be harnessed to stimulate the 
compassionate mind and, in turn, the soothing system. And, crucially, if we 
engage with compassionate imagery, then we can activate systems in our 
brain that will help us tolerate and cope with anxiety.

THE ROOTS OF IMAGERY
Many of my clients say, “I can’t do imagery; I’m no good at it.” The simple 
act of guiding the imagination can seem too difficult and, as we know by 
now, it doesn’t take long for us to start judging ourselves if we find some-
thing difficult. Nevertheless, I’ve found that resistance to the use of imagery 
to build self- compassion is usually driven by a misunderstanding of imagery 
as needing to be sophisticated or complex. Often, people think they have 
to create high- definition, three- dimensional pictures or cinema- sized screens 
in their minds! But it requires no such excellence and no special talent. 
Imagery, basically, is fleeting, impressionistic, and unique to each person, 
and it’s the emotions and the focus of your attention that are really impor-
tant during exercises that use your imagination. Say I were to casually ask 
you what your car looks like, what you had for breakfast, or what kind of 
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summer vacation you’d like. Any consideration of an answer to such a ques-
tion uses imagery. The images called to mind might not be sharp and may 
only be fleeting and fragmentary, but that’s all you need. The clarity of the 
image is not important; rather, it’s the sensations and feelings that emerge 
that we’re interested in.

Imagery, or visualization, has been used for millennia by different cul-
tures: ancient Hindu priests would visualize the fire within them and feel the 
warmth of a divine presence; Jewish mystics visualize the presence of God 
in themselves and in the universe; within the Christian tradition there are 
many examples of prayers that evoke and involve visualization; in Buddhist 
contemplative practices there’s a long tradition of using specific visualizations 
to access parts of the self, such as the compassionate self, in order to alleviate 
suffering. Similarly, CFT uses visualization to help activate and engage our 
compassionate selves and our affiliative emotion- regulation system so that 
it’s ready to deal with and cope with what matters most to us in our lives. 
CFT techniques, however, draw on evidence- based psychotherapy methods, 
the neuroscience of emotions, behavioral theory, and evolutionary science, 
rather than being based solely on ancient cultural traditions. This allows us 
to test and explore the hypotheses that have guided and driven spiritual and 
philosophical practices for centuries and to continue to discover how best to 
alleviate and come to terms with our struggle with anxiety.

SIX IMAGERY EXERCISES
You can use the following series of exercises as an introduction to compas-
sionate imagery and then adopt them as regular, daily practices in training 
your compassionate mind. Many of the same principles of structured, consis-
tent practice that you learned in the previous chapter will be helpful, but for 
now I suggest that you take the time to experience each of these exercises 
for yourself. If you’re working with a therapist or teacher, you might want to 
discuss your responses to the imagery with them. If you’re working on your 
own, you can document your observations. Recordings of these exercises can 
be found at mindfulcompassion.com. It’s important that you begin to prac-
tice these exercises at a pace that feels comfortable. As you become familiar 
with one series of exercises, feel free to move on to the next series.

In these meditative- like practices, you begin with a gentle focus on the 
rhythm of your breath, then use your imagination to activate your soothing, 
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compassion- focused emotion- regulation system. The first compassionate- 
imagery exercise, Creating a Safe Place, has two functions. First, it helps 
direct your attention toward the sense of feeling safe. The practice of imag-
ining a safe place for yourself allows you to explore and be curious about 
what kind of things will be important to you to evoke feelings of safety. 
Sometimes, if you’re feeling a bit stressed out, taking time to just imagine 
a safe place can give you somewhere to rest. Secondly, creating a safe place 
helps you imagine somewhere that gives you a sense of joy. For example, 
because this place is your creation and is from your own imagination, it’s a 
place that welcomes you—possibly, as one of my clients described it, as if it’s 
a place where your dog wags its tail and barks happily to welcome you when 
you return home. But you need to find your own ways of thinking about it. 
The place you create is meant to embody compassionate warmth and safety. 
In this exercise, you are allowing yourself to experience feelings of being 
safe already, of already abiding in a place where you’re relaxed and confident 
about your well- being.

When you feel anxious, a sense of contentment and security may seem 
miles away; however, the mind responds to the imagination as though what 
unfolds may be real. We’ve learned that we’ve evolved to feel comfort in 
the presence of strong, supportive attachment figures who can activate this 
sense of safety, and we know that in this way we have an inborn capacity 
to use our imagination and cultivate feelings of safety and activate our self- 
soothing system.

Creating a Safe Place1

Begin this exercise as you might begin the soothing- rhythm breathing, by lying 
comfortably on a mat or sitting in a comfortable, secure posture on a chair or 
meditation cushion. Take some time to allow a few mindful breaths to move in 
and out of your body. Now, turn your attention to your imagination and begin 
to think about a happy, secure place that surrounds you. Perhaps it’s a place 
you’ve visited, somewhere from your past, or even somewhere you’ve only 
thought about visiting. It’s important that this place be somewhere calm, such 
as a shady picnic spot, or a seaside balcony, or a cozy chair by the fireside in 
winter; whatever it may be, this place is just for you, and you’re free to imagine 
anywhere that feels right to you.
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If you imagine a serene, sandy beach, feel the smooth, soft sand beneath 
your feet and the warmth of the sunlight. Do you hear the waves lapping against 
the shoreline? Or the seagulls calling?

If you imagine somewhere secure, cozy, and warm, such as a comfortable 
chair beside the fire, can you feel the heat radiating out to warm you? What do 
you smell? Can you hear the fire crackling?

You may remember somewhere you’ve walked among ancient trees and 
greenery, or somewhere else that holds fond memories for you, when you were 
supported, loved, and able to experience a sense of playfulness. In order to 
vividly evoke such images, recall what it was like, or what it may be like if you 
were actually there, right now. Notice, for example, the quality of the light, the 
texture of the sand, the fabric of the chair, or the bark of the tree, and notice 
the sounds, smells, and temperature.

Remain with this visualization for a few minutes, from time to time noting 
the natural rhythm of your breathing, feeling your belly rising and falling with the 
even pace of the breath. Whenever your mind wanders, draw your attention 
back to the image of your safe space with the next natural inhale. After a few 
minutes, allow the image to fade, and gradually let go of the entire exercise with 
the next natural exhale, and return your awareness to your actual surroundings.

This next exercise will help you imagine yourself in a very different way 
than you might be accustomed to, as if you’re an actor rehearsing a role in 
a play or a film. The exercise involves the creation of the personification of 
your compassionate self, whom you’ll meet later.

Building and Becoming the Compassionate Self

Take a moment to imagine what qualities your compassionate self would ideally 
have. What qualities would help you have a calm, confident, and compas-
sionate presence. Would you be wise? Strong, able to tolerate discomfort? 
Would you have warm feelings toward others and toward yourself? Would you 
feel empathy for someone else’s suffering and for their behavior? Would you 
be understanding of others’ faults and foibles and as a result nonjudgmental, 
accepting, kind, and forgiving? Would you have courage? Write these qualities 
down. Then ask yourself how you’d picture your most compassionate aspect. 
Perhaps you might imagine yourself older and wiser, or younger and more 
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innocent. This is your exercise, and you’re free to design and embellish an 
image of your compassionate self according to your own desire.

Next, find a place where you’ll feel safe and may remain uninterrupted for 
some time. Ideally, this would be a quiet and special place, such as the one 
you use for your mindfulness practice. Start the exercise as you would your 
soothing- rhythm breathing. Allow your eyes to close; bring part of your atten-
tion to the soles of your feet as they connect with the floor and to your bottom 
on the chair. Allow your back to be straight and to feel supported. Next, partly 
direct your attention to the flow of your breath into and out of your body; allow 
it to find its own rhythm and pace. Feel yourself breathe in and breathe out. 
Continue this breathing uninterrupted until you’ve gathered your attention and 
feel focused on the present moment.

At this point, recall the qualities of your compassionate self that you wrote 
down, and now imagine that you already possess those qualities. Breathe in as 
you experience yourself making a wise decision; breathe out. Breathe in and 
imagine yourself courageously confronting your fears; breathe out. Continue 
through the list and then imagine all these qualities together…and your ability 
to be compassionate toward yourself…and toward others. Imagine yourself as 
a completely nonjudgmental person who doesn’t condemn yourself or others 
for their faults or foibles. Allow yourself to bring to mind the sensory details 
that you’d notice as your compassionate self. What are you wearing? Is your 
body relaxed and receptive? Does your body language signal openness and 
kindness? Are you smiling? If not, smile now, and at the same time imagine 
the warmth you feel when you carefully hold an infant. As you breathe in, bring 
attention into your body, imagine yourself expanding, and welcome your ability 
to be wise, warm, and resilient.

For the next few moments, as you breathe in and out, imagine what the 
tone of your voice would be if you were this compassionate self. How would 
you behave? What would the expression on your face be? Allow yourself to 
take pleasure in your capacity to share kindness with, and care for, both those 
around you and yourself. If your mind wanders, as so often happens, use your 
next natural inhale to gently bring your attention back to this image of your 
compassionate self.

The aim in this moment is to connect the image you created in the begin-
ning with the compassionate image of you at your very best. Can you see the 
two people standing side by side and then merging into one? For the next 
several minutes, continue to give mindful attention, returning and refocusing 
when needed, to this compassionate self.
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When you feel ready, with your next natural exhale, allow any attachment 
to this exercise to simply melt away. Breathe in again, and with the next natural 
exhale allow yourself to become aware again of your surroundings and then 
recognize and acknowledge the effort you’ve invested in this exercise. As you 
let go, return your attention to your surroundings and carry on with your day.

I’d like to take a moment to put your work here in a little bit of histori-
cal context. In Buddhist art there are paintings known as “mandalas,” which 
display the Buddha and other mythological beings within a series of circles. 
These mandalas represent a map of the inner world of a human being and 
are symbolic of the various aspects of our personalities: our wisdom, our 
rage, our joy, and even our lust.

A mandalas or other such images can be used as part of a special medi-
tation that employs visualization, sound, and certain small gestures to help 
evoke the various parts of ourselves so that we may come to terms with all 
aspects of our being from a broader perspective. The idea is that if we focus 
our thoughts (in terms of mental images), words (mental or verbal phrases 
with special meanings), and deeds in the form of unique gestures that connect 
us with a particular experience, we can then later recall certain aspects of 
our personality that may help us deal with times when we’re suffering.

In order to understand the various parts of your personality, and the way 
they affect your behavior, it may be helpful to separate these various aspects 
and look at them individually.

Bringing the Compassionate Self into 
Contact with the Many Parts of You

There are many different parts of who you are: your angry self, your anxious 
self, your joyful self. Begin to do some soothing- rhythm breathing and then 
pause for a moment to reflect on this.

Now imagine having an argument with somebody whom you know to be 
harsh and critical. What does the angry side of your personality think about 
this situation? How does it feel in your body to feel criticized or attacked? What 
behavioral urges arrive in this angry part of yourself? And if this angry part of 
your personality were to seize control of things, what would it do?

Now, bring your attention back to the flow of your breath, and with your 
next natural exhale let go of this image of your angry self.
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With your next natural inhale, focus on your anxious self and how it might 
deal with the same argument. What does the anxious part of you think? What 
are your physical sensations? What would this anxious part of your personality 
do if it seized control of your behavior?

Now, bring your attention back to the flow of your breath, and with your 
next natural exhale let go of this image of your anxious self.

With your next natural inhale, focus on the interaction between your angry 
self and your anxious self. Do they like one another? Does your angry self 
approve of your anxious self and how it behaves? What does your anxious self 
think about your angry self? Is it frightened of it? Does the anxious part feel 
protected by your angry self? And does the angry part feel threatened or stifled 
by the anxious self?

Now, bring your attention back to the flow of your breath, and, again, 
with your next natural exhale let go of this image of these two parts of your 
personality.

These two different parts are really just ways we deal with events as they 
unfold. Often, these different parts can be in conflict with one another and make 
us feel in conflict with ourselves; however, when we activate and connect with 
the compassionate self, things can be quite different. At this point in the exer-
cise, rather than focusing on the anxious or angry aspect of your personality, 
focus on the wise, calm, authoritative, and compassionate part. Pause and rest 
in the flow of your breath, and spend a few moments focusing on this part of 
yourself. See yourself from the outside with a gentle smile on your face, and 
see other people relating to you as someone who is calm, kind, and wise. Once 
you’ve got the sense of this aspect of yourself, imagine this compassionate self 
dealing with that initial argument. What are your thoughts about the argument 
now? How does that calm, wise, and compassionate self feel? What’s this 
compassionate self doing when it takes control of your behavior? How would 
this be different from the way your angry or anxious self behaves?

Now, bring your attention back to the flow of your breath, exhale, and let 
go of this image.

When different emotions flow through us, they affect the way we feel 
about ourselves by affecting our thoughts, physical sensations, and behavior. 
We can let them do their own thing, of course, and let our anger or anxiety 
run the show— it might seem easier to hand over control that way; but in 
the long run it’s not very helpful or self- compassionate to do so. Compassion 
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gives us courage to take control and hand back our behavior to the parts of 
us that we know will help us lead our lives calmly and with kindness toward 
ourselves.

This exercise might have given you a glimpse of what can happen when 
you start to deliberately and willingly focus your attention toward the kind 
of self likely to be helpful to you.

The chances are that if you suffer from high levels of anxiety, you’re 
very familiar with your anxious self and possibly also your angry self. You 
may be familiar with how you become angry with yourself for being anxious 
and how you become anxious when you feel angry, but less familiar with the 
way your compassionate self deals with the problem of anxious suffering. But 
this is what these exercises and practices will help you do: discover how your 
compassionate self deals with, or helps you cope with, your anxiety.

By this point you’ve done a lot of work to develop an understanding of 
the nature of anxiety. You’ve learned where it comes from and how it can 
take control of your thoughts and behaviors and that it’s not your fault; that 
your always- on, “better safe than sorry” threat- detection system is ready to 
leap in and take control partly because of the way our brains have evolved 
and partly because of your personal history. These tricky, complicated brains 
of ours do allow us to negotiate our way in the world, but we’re better off 
when we understand them somewhat. Thankfully, we also have a capacity 
for cultivating our self- compassion and our mindful attention to our compas-
sionate selves. Learning how to do so—by embodying and manifesting the 
strength and wisdom of our compassion—we broaden our outlook and open 
ourselves to new possibilities.

Experiencing Compassion Flowing In

Find a place where you can sit with your back straight and supported, either in 
a comfortable chair or on a meditation cushion. Much as with any other exer-
cise in mindfulness and compassion, it’s good to find a quiet space where you’ll 
be undisturbed for about ten to twenty minutes when you can allow yourself to 
devote some attention and energy to yourself.

Start by bringing attention to your breathing by observing its flow and 
rhythm, and allow the breath to find its own pace. Observe and remain with 
this flow for a few minutes.
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Next, bring part of your attention into your body, and feel the strength 
and compassion available to you in your posture. Feel your feet on the floor, 
your bottom connected to your cushion or chair, and your spine straight and 
supported. Your posture is grounded and dignified and reflects your sense of 
calm and self- compassion. Allow a gentle smile to form, and with part of your 
attention staying with the flow of your breath, begin to remember a pleasant day 
when someone was compassionate and supportive toward you. This person 
was nonjudgmental, didn’t condemn you, was empathic, and cared about you 
and your happiness. As much as you can, remember the sensory details of 
this experience. Can you remember what you were wearing? Where were you? 
Was it hot? Cold? Raining? Was the wind blowing through the trees, or was the 
radio on in the background?

Now, bring your attention back to the flow of your breath; inhale and exhale, 
and stay with this image for a while.

In this exercise, you’re focusing your attention on your desire to be kind 
and helpful, by remembering the experience of receiving such help and kind-
ness. Whenever your mind is inevitably distracted and wanders away from 
this memory, gather your attention with the next natural inhale, make space 
for whatever’s arising, and simply return your attention to your breath and to 
the image of this compassionate person with your next natural exhale. As you 
breathe in again, bring your attention to the facial expression of this person 
from your past. Allow yourself to remember, as much as you can, his body 
language and movements. What did this person say to you? How did he say 
it? Pay particular attention to the tone and sound of his voice. Stay with this 
experience for a little while, breathing in and out. Next, bring your attention to 
the quality of the emotion this person had for you. How did he feel toward you? 
How does this make you feel— do you have any physical sensations as a result 
of your emotion? Take a few minutes to remain in the presence of that emotion. 
You may feel safe and protected or as if your body is grounded and stronger. 
However this emotion shows up, see whether you can welcome it, identify it as 
mindful compassion, and invite yourself to make space for it. This is a time to 
bring attention to the experience of compassion flowing into you.

Now, bring your attention back to the flow of your breath. Inhale and exhale 
smoothly, and take a few moments to stay with the way this experience feels.

As much as you can, connect with the emotions of appreciation, gratitude, 
and happiness that arrived with this person’s care. For as long as feels right to 
you, perhaps a few minutes more, remain in the presence of this memory and 
this feeling.
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When it feels right, let this experience go: with your next natural exhale, 
allowing the memory and images to fade away. After a few more slow and even 
breaths, exhale and let go of this entire exercise. Before you open your eyes 
and resume your day, take a moment to give yourself credit for engaging with 
your practice of self- compassion, recognizing that you’ve made a conscious 
decision to take care of yourself and move toward the alleviation of your suffer-
ing from anxiety.

The next exercise will allow you to build on your practice of mindful, 
compassionate attention and develop your experience of using imagery to 
activate your affiliative self- compassion system.

Experiencing Compassion Flowing Out

Find a quiet, safe place for this exercise. Sitting on a chair or cushion, adopt a 
dignified, meditative posture, with the soles of your feet connected to the floor 
and your back straight and supported. Start by following your breath in and out 
of your body, and become aware of your physical presence, just as it is, in this 
very moment. Allow your breath to find its own rhythm and pace. Whenever 
your attention wanders, you can gently and consistently draw it back to this 
moment, by focusing again on your breath.

After a few minutes, having gathered and collected your attention in a 
mindful and compassionate way, bring your attention to a time when you felt 
compassionate toward another person when this person was in need of a 
helping hand. You can even bring your attention instead toward the compassion 
you felt for an animal, for example a pet. Remember this as a time of relative 
peace and happiness. Although we often direct compassion toward our loved 
ones during times of distress, this exercise involves using imagery to evoke 
a feeling that is separate from difficult emotions. As you imagine feeling kind-
ness and compassion toward others, see whether you can imagine yourself 
expanding as the warmth and care of your intention grows. Imagine that you’re 
becoming a wiser, emotionally stronger, and warmer person with each inhale 
and exhale. As you become more mature and resilient with every breath, rec-
ognize that this means with each breath you have more to give— that with each 
moment you’re becoming more helpful, open, and wise. How does this feel? 
What physical sensations are you having?
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Now, bring your attention back to the flow of your breath, and focus on 
these feelings and this image for a moment longer, all the while observing your 
desire for this person to be happy, to be filled with compassion, to be peaceful 
and at ease, and to be well.

What’s your tone of voice like? What expression is on your face? How’s 
your body moving and reacting to your feelings and to the feelings of the other 
person? Take some time to enjoy the sense of pleasure you may derive from 
being helpful and caring. Remember to smile gently, and as you breathe in and 
out, allow yourself to notice the sensation of compassion flowing out of you so 
that it reaches this person whom you care so deeply about. Imagine your com-
passion touching his heart. Imagine the burden of his suffering is lifted little by 
little with every breath. With your next natural exhale, sense again the compas-
sion flowing out of you, and sense joy and peace flowing into the person you’re 
sharing kindness with. With your next natural exhale, let go of this representa-
tion of the other person and draw your attention simply to the experience of 
compassion in yourself. Recognize where in the body your open and heartfelt 
desire to share kindness and helpfulness presents itself. Allow yourself to rest in 
this feeling of loving- kindness for others, feeling the presence of compassion for 
others as it flows through you. Stay with this sensation for a few moments more.

If your attention wanders at any point, simply pay mindful attention to where 
it has gone and then refocus by bringing part of your attention to your next 
natural inhale and to the exercise at hand.

After some time, when you’ve remained in the presence of this warmth 
and kindness for a number of minutes, you can return your awareness to your 
feet on the floor; then to your position in the chair; then to your back, straight 
and supported; and ultimately to the top of your head. When you feel you’re 
ready, exhale and let go of this exercise, giving yourself some credit for having 
engaged in this practice. You may wish to jot down some of your observations 
in your Weekly Mindfulness Practice Record or journal. If you’re working with 
a therapist, a meditation teacher, or other people who are practicing compas-
sionate mind training, you may wish to share some of your observations and 
experiences with them.

Many people who struggle with anxiety have had troubling emotional 
experiences involving their caregivers; others will struggle with anxiety- 
related emotions that relate to their negative experience of affiliation. This 
in turn leads to fearful and destructive behavior and difficulty creating a 
compassionate self. Such a fear of self- compassion and a lack of experience 
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of kindness can be a powerful and poignant obstacle to the activation of our 
capacity to regulate our emotions.

As a result, CFT practitioners understand that it’s best to learn compas-
sion in small steps, gradually building a capacity to evoke self- compassion, 
and to activate positive, calming emotions when faced with elevated levels 
of anxiety. So, in this book we began with exercises that involve relatively 
small steps, which can be seen as a sort of hierarchy of exposure to compas-
sion itself; after the initial training in mindfulness, you began to explore 
mindfulness training by using visualization, when you imagined a safe place 
you could return to in your mind when you’re feeling distressed or anxious. 
The next step involved the construction of your image of a compassionate 
self whose qualities include such things as empathy, tolerance to distress, 
wisdom, patience, and the ability to be calm and to show kindness. By focus-
ing on your compassionate self, you’re getting in touch with your affiliative 
soothing system and training yourself to access this system whenever and 
wherever you need it. Following the construction and awakening of a com-
passionate self, you learned how self- compassion may be evoked by using 
imagination and memories to experience compassion flowing in, as well as 
to experience compassion flowing out. In these practices, the use of imagi-
nation was directly connected to your emotional experiences and activated 
your emotion- regulation system.

Our final imagery exercise involves creating an image of a compassion-
ate ideal whom you can relate to through visualization and who becomes 
an inner helping hand and shoulder to lean on during times of stress and 
anxiety.

Creating and Encountering the 
Compassionate Ideal

Start by practicing your soothing- rhythm breathing. Take a few minutes to 
bring mindful, self- compassionate awareness to the flow of your breath. In this 
moment, allow your awareness to follow the natural, calming rhythm of your 
breath as it helps you focus on the present moment.

Drop your tongue from the roof of your mouth, relax, and feel the muscles 
of your face form a gentle smile. As you have in your other exercises, adjust 
your posture to feel grounded, supported, and as though it embodies the quali-
ties of dignity and supple stability.



116 The Compassionate-Mind Guide to Overcoming Anxiety

You may wish to think about your compassionate, safe place where you 
can feel yourself surrounded by a sense of emotional warmth and where you 
can begin to form the image of your compassionate ideal.

The image of your compassionate ideal is built up, gradually, from ele-
ments of your imagination and experience. The image can be very personal; 
it’s meant to have significance for you, and you alone. If your compassionate 
ideal changes over the course of this exercise, fine. You may even develop 
more than one image. For now, though, settling into the present moment, draw 
your attention to the qualities that you’d like to see in this particularly compas-
sionate ideal.

Begin by asking yourself what qualities really make you feel cared for, pro-
tected, and soothed. And remember, this is an ideal image that you’re breath-
ing life into; you don’t need to be concerned about realistic expectations. This 
ideal is your own personal mythical being, closest friend, superhero, or guard-
ian angel. Sometimes people use the image of the ideal parent, but keep in 
mind this image will never criticize you or be angry with you. You’re creating 
a compassionate ideal based on the qualities you wished to encounter in the 
Experiencing Compassion Flowing In exercise.

One quality you might wish for in your compassionate ideal is a deep res-
ervoir of inner strength. Another is the ability to tolerate and contain anxiety 
and distress without being overwhelmed and with immovable compassion and 
calm, even in the presence of great pain and fear.

Your compassionate ideal embodies a deep commitment to alleviate your 
anxiety and pain; it takes pleasure and satisfaction when you experience joy 
and happiness. The greatest desire of your compassionate ideal is to help calm 
your suffering and anxiety and to bring you peace, warmth, and contentment.

Your compassionate ideal represents and personifies wisdom and under-
stands that life is very hard and that none of us chooses to struggle with anxiety, 
an emotion common to everyone. Emotional pain and fear is our common 
bond, and you can sense that this compassionate ideal has learned through 
experience that suffering is not our fault. After all, we didn’t choose to be here, 
nor did we choose to evolve with such very complicated brains, filled with 
strong and confusing emotions and motivations. We didn’t choose our personal 
histories or our painful memories. Knowing all of this, your compassionate ideal 
truly understands the complexity of the life you face and is filled with abundant 
kindness and a broad, accepting perspective.

When you’re in the presence of this compassionate ideal, you can sense the 
great warmth that this image embodies. You can feel patience, understanding, 
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caring, and kindness emanating from the presence of this image. Your compas-
sionate ideal is also absolutely accepting of you, exactly as you are, here and 
now. This compassionate presence never condemns you, never judges you, 
and holds you in perfect and unwavering kindness, now and forever, without 
condition or reservation.

As your mind encounters each of these qualities, allow them and the sense 
of them to wash over you as you follow your breath into and out of your body.

As you continue to form the image of your compassionate ideal, notice 
what form this guiding presence takes. Is it perhaps a human being, a mythical 
creature, or an animal? Perhaps your compassionate image represents aspects 
of nature, such as a pure, radiant light, or the ocean. How old or young is 
this image— is it youthful and innocent, is it older and wise, or is it ageless? 
Is it male, female, or neither? What might this image be wearing? Would it be 
dressed or adorned with colors or textures that feel soothing? Add to this image 
as much as you desire and allow yourself to connect with your compassionate 
ideal’s ultimate and absolute intention, which is to be completely committed to 
the alleviation of your suffering. Your compassionate ideal wants nothing in this 
world so much as for you to find happiness, live in peace, and experience well- 
being and joyfulness, in this moment.

As you allow this image to form in your mind, rest in the soothing flow 
of your breath and take a moment to let your imagination simply be in the 
company of this compassionate ideal, which is directing all of its kindness and 
attentions toward you. As your breath follows its own rhythm, allow your mind 
to repeat the following words, which come from your compassionate ideal: 
May you be filled with compassion and kindness; may you be well; may you 
be peaceful and at ease; may you be free from suffering; may you be happy.

Imagine these words flowing from your compassionate ideal into you with 
each inhale, and then, with each exhale, release any tension or struggle within 
yourself. Simply let go. Stay with this image of your compassionate ideal, this 
recitation, and this flow of your breath, remaining in the calming presence of 
your compassionate ideal for as long as feels right to you.

When you’re ready, with your next natural exhale, gradually allow this image 
to fade, and return your attention to the soothing rhythm of your breath. When 
the time is right, give yourself some credit for having engaged with this practice 
of creating a compassionate ideal, and let go of this exercise altogether with 
your next natural exhale.
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USING COMPASSIONATE IMAGERY IN 
EVERYDAY LIFE
The kind of gradual practice represented by the preceding exercises can 
develop your ability to calmly, compassionately, and courageously face your 
anxiety, worry, and fear; however, you aren’t limited to working with com-
passionate imagery purely through formal exercises. For example, once 
you’ve begun to have a clear and accessible image of your compassionate 
self or your compassionate ideal, you may find it helpful to pause for a few 
moments when you’re feeling distressed or anxious, in order to bring one 
of these images to mind. You might then imagine yourself having a sooth-
ing and encouraging conversation with your compassionate self, feeling the 
emotional tone of warmth and helpfulness that this part of you brings into 
your mind and heart. Responding in this way will allow you to, over time, 
build a new range of responses to anxiety. This also lays the foundation for 
compassionate thinking and the range of thought- based techniques that we 
use in CFT.



8

Compassionate Thinking

MOVING FROM THE ANXIOUS MIND 
TOWARD COMPASSIONATE THINKING
As we explored together in the first part of this book, anxiety involves the 
activation of the threat- detection system and involves attention, physical 
sensations, thoughts, and emotions. Our thoughts can become extremely 
negative and provoke even more fear and dread when we’re anxious. These 
thoughts can stir up a common form of anxiety- driven thinking typically 
referred to as worry, which involves generating representations of things that 
could go wrong in the future, usually in a “what if” format: What if I lose 
my job? What if I get cancer? What if I can’t make any friends? As discussed, 
the ability to imagine a range of possible threats and prepare a number of 
protection responses has much to do with how we’ve evolved to deal with 
threats. When hypothetical risks and dangers show up, our threat- detection 
system may treat them as real; similarly, when these worries arrive they can 
stir up or compound distressing emotions and control our behavior. Our 
attention narrows to focus on these thoughts, and we may then have a nar-
rower range of possible behaviors available to us. This kind of thinking may 
have had its evolutionary usefulness, but it isn’t often very helpful for us now.
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Compassionate thinking brings your compassionate self to the aid of 
your anxious self by helping you see things, or think about things, in a dif-
ferent way. Your anxious self might be quick to jump to conclusions, because 
of its orientation to being “better safe than sorry.” It will also be bound to 
your memories; so if you’ve had a bad experience in the past, your anxious 
self will remind you about that and reactivate those feelings of fear and 
dread. However, when your compassionate attention alerts you to the onset 
of anxiety, you can choose to move toward compassionate thinking to help 
you face your worry, fear, and panic.

Let’s take a closer look at this process to see how you can actually work 
with compassionate thinking to take care of yourself when you respond to 
anxiety.

Imagine that you’re stuck in heavy traffic, which is causing you to run 
late for an important meeting. Suddenly you start to feel panicked; your 
stomach tightens and maybe you have a tingling in your fingers. At the same 
time, your anxiety generates the following thoughts:

•	 Oh my god, I’m starting to feel bad; I might be sick.

•	 What happens if I have to throw up and I have to lean out of the 
car?

•	 I’m stuck in a traffic jam and I can’t pull over!

•	 This is terrible— unbearable. What are they going to think of me 
at the meeting? I’ve been trying to set up this deal for weeks, and 
now this happens! What if it falls through?

•	 Oh no, my heart is racing. What if I’m having a heart attack and 
die?

Actually, just writing this makes me feel a bit of anxiety in my chest. 
Sometimes it’s scary to even think about a situation like this one. But what 
would you do, how would you react, and how would you feel if you engaged 
your compassionate self right now?

First, let’s focus on practicing soothing- rhythm breathing, which will 
help your breath slow down. Just for a moment, find a place to rest in your 
breath. When we get anxious, we tend to speed up our breathing, and it 
becomes shallow because of the tension in our bodies. This can also evoke 
some of the other physiological symptoms of feeling anxious, such as tingling 
of the skin, nausea, and light- headedness. You’re not using soothing- rhythm 
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breathing in an attempt to banish your anxiety or struggle against it in an 
effort for control; you’re simply preparing the way for your compassionate 
self and coming into the moment with a warm- hearted acceptance, as much 
as you can.

Next, take on the posture of dignity, and create a friendly facial expres-
sion, even if you don’t really feel like it. Imagine being in the safe place where 
you’ve been practicing your exercises. Does that help? Imagine your compas-
sionate self in the safe place and then moving from that safe place to where 
you are now, in this moment. This is the compassionate self who is going to 
help you as you face this situation. Now think about how you’d like best to 
be able to respond to this anxiety. How would you understand it, tolerate it, 
and get through it? You can’t magically make traffic start moving— wishful 
thinking doesn’t usually work to cope with anxiety, particularly in the long 
term. It’s far better to learn how to tolerate anxiety, ride it like a wave, and 
recognize that you don’t need to be scared of it even though it’s frighten-
ing. For the moment, imagine yourself coping as the ideal, compassionate 
self. What would this compassionate and wise self be thinking? Would it be 
calm, and would it try to help you also be calm? Try some of these thoughts 
and see what you think:

•	 I’ve felt anxiety like this before, many times, and I know that I 
can feel claustrophobic— I recognize these feelings as my threat- 
detection system doing what it has evolved to do. It’s unpleasant 
for me, but it’s a part of life. (Always remember to validate what 
you feel. Recognize the suffering.)

•	 These anxiety feelings are not my fault— they’re partly related to 
the way my brain is built, and also to things that have happened 
to me in the past. Maybe I’m experiencing panic now because my 
life is very stressful at the moment and so my anxiety threshold is 
weakened. (Understand the context and remind yourself of the 
nature of panic.)

•	 Many people suffer panic attacks— not just me. (As much as you 
hate panicking, remind yourself that you suffer from it along 
with many millions of other people. You’re not alone.)

•	 I’ve had these feelings many times before, and they do pass and 
subside— I can bring to mind times when I’ve panicked in the 
past and when it’s then gone away. Let me just hold that memory 



122 The Compassionate-Mind Guide to Overcoming Anxiety

of successfully coping in mind. (See your panic as part of life’s 
journey and that it comes and goes.)

•	 When people are panicked, it’s very common for them to believe 
something terrible is going to happen as a result, but, in fact, pan-
icking doesn’t kill you. Our bodies are designed to cope with feel-
ings of panic. There’s no evidence that people who’ve suffered from 
panic attacks are more at risk of dying from heart attacks than 
other people. (Hold in mind the evidence about the difference 
between feelings of panic and having heart attacks.)

So you see, the key process here involves validating your feelings while 
being kind to yourself and recognizing them as unpleasant. You don’t need 
to tell yourself that you’re being silly or neurotic or pathetic or that you just 
have to grin and bear it, because thoughts like these are not very kind or 
supportive. Also, while it’s understandable if you get irritated and angry with 
your anxiety (Why does this have to happen now? What the hell is the matter 
with me? I hate feeling like this!), your task in evoking your compassionate self 
is to be at your most supportive.

Sometimes, though, learning not to panic can be helpful, and one way 
to do this is to connect with your sense of wisdom, authority, and a real 
commitment to try to be helpful, not on trying to come up with the most 
accurate assessment of the situation. Imagine yourself as if you were hover-
ing slightly above the anxiety and then expanding to capture the anxiety. 
Can you see how much bigger you are than the anxiety? When you do, you’ll 
be able to watch your experience of panic unfold in safety.

Sometimes it can be useful to imagine how you’d help a friend who 
was in a state of panic; however, if you’re unsure of how to help yourself, it 
can be difficult to know what to say to a friend. But if you learn how to be 
kind to yourself, and to support yourself with acceptance, you can become 
understanding, kind, and supportive to others also.

So run through these thoughts in your mind, but always keep those feel-
ings of deep understanding, courage, kindness, and warmth, because your 
compassionate self knows how scary panic is. Your compassionate self won’t 
be dismissive of how you’re feeling or what you’re thinking.

Here’s an experiment: Read through the alternative thoughts set out 
above, as if you were testing out whether you believe them. Rate them from 
0 to 10, with 0 being very hard to believe (not helpful at all in an anxiety 
situation) and 10 being very easy to believe (would relieve your anxiety).
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Now, close your eyes and engage your soothing- rhythm breathing, adopt 
a soft facial expression, and imagine talking with a friend in a firm but kind 
tone of voice. Sit upright in the chair with your back straight and supported, 
and engage with your sense of dignity and strength. Next spend a moment 
or two imagining seeing your compassionate self from the outside. See how 
you stand, how you talk, how you look, and how people relate to you. Then 
bring yourself back into being this compassionate self, with as much warmth 
and kindness as you can. Next, refocus on those alternative thoughts very 
slowly indeed, and on the genuine desire to be helpful with the difficult 
feelings you’re experiencing— don’t rush it, and continue to breathe rhyth-
mically and calmly.

What did you notice? Did you find yourself feeling more grounded and 
more able to tolerate anxiety when you used your compassionate self to help 
you? Remember, every time you make this compassionate and courageous 
effort to cope with frightening thoughts, you’re strengthening your connec-
tion to your compassionate self.

BRINGING COMPASSIONATE THINKING 
CLOSER INTO CONTACT WITH WORRIES 
AND ANXIOUS THOUGHTS
When we use the word “worry,” we’re referring to the way the anxious mind 
will generate predictions about what might go wrong in the future. Our 
threat- detection system cooks up worries in the form of “what if” questions 
that can provoke a great deal more anxiety and fear in us. See whether 
any of these “what ifs” sound familiar to you from your own experience of 
worried thinking:

•	 What if I never find a job?

•	 What if nobody wants to date me or be with me?

•	 What if I get sick?

•	 What if I lose my retirement savings?

Of course, the anxious mind is very good at generating anxiety- 
provoking predictions of possible threats. All too often, our emotional brains 
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then respond to these imaginary threats as if they were real, so our physical 
sensations, feelings, and behavior come to be dominated by our worries. 
Let’s take a look at how compassionate thinking can help us address our 
worries and anxious thoughts in clear and useful ways.

First, it helps if we consider what our anxious mind is actually focused 
on and explore our thoughts from flexible perspectives. To do this, we can 
ask ourselves a series of questions. In traditional cognitive therapy this is 
sometimes called guided discovery. Here are some examples:

•	 What’s going through my mind when I’m anxious?

•	 How does my anxious self see the world, and what does it think 
about the current situation?

•	 What’s my anxious self most anxious about, right now?

As you begin to practice this kind of questioning, it’s sometimes useful 
to write these thoughts down and then imagine your compassionate self, 
with its wisdom, sense of authority, calmness, and genuine desire to care. 
How would your compassionate self respond to these thoughts? How would 
the presence of self- compassion guide your discovery?

For example, imagine that you have to give a presentation to your col-
leagues. The prospect of this stirs up your anxiety, and your mind begins 
to generate worry and fantasies of the presentation going horribly wrong. 
You ask yourself: What if I just freeze? What if I really screw this up and wind 
up getting fired? You might hear your mind saying such things, and because 
you’re so close to the experience, it seems as if these thoughts present real 
threats and may come true, instead of being events in the mind; however, 
you’re learning now to give yourself a chance to step back by asking your-
self, What is my mind telling me right now? After all, we don’t need to believe 
everything that we think! We can, instead, bring our thoughts before the 
witness of our compassionate self and in this way shift our perspective.

It can be helpful to write down the distressing thoughts you have in 
response to stress and anxiety; in this way you can generate alternative 
thoughts, new ways of responding, in line with compassionate thinking. 
There’s a worksheet later in this chapter called the Compassionate- Thought 
Record to help you do just that. This chapter will teach you a range of tech-
niques to move toward compassionate thinking. It’s important to remember, 
though, that when we aim to think differently in compassionate mind train-
ing, we aren’t looking to just dispute our thoughts, test their validity, or 
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become more rational; the aim is to develop a self- compassionate, mindful 
experience of warmth, self- acceptance, and kindness.

TECHNIQUES FOR ENGAGING 
COMPASSIONATE THINKING
As you might expect, compassionate thinking is interwoven with many 
other compassionate attributes and skills. It necessarily involves building on 
our training in compassionate attention and compassionate imagery. Let’s 
take a look at an example of how compassionate thinking can be applied 
to an anxiety- provoking situation. Imagine that my client Jennifer, the pre-
school teacher, is going for an interview for a new position as a history 
teacher at a middle school. This exciting opportunity represents a big step 
up for her. So, despite her apprehension about interview situations, Jennifer 
has decided to take a chance and apply for the position. She arrives early 
for the interview and sits in the waiting room for a few minutes before the 
appointed time. She begins to notice that she’s feeling apprehensive, nervous, 
and fidgety. Her mind is beginning to race with worries and predictions of 
failure; however, Jennifer has been practicing her compassionate- thinking 
exercises and begins to respond to these feelings by taking a few mindful, 
soothing- rhythm breaths. She allows herself to rest in her breath and asks 
herself, What is my anxious self/mind telling me right now? Stepping back from 
the flow of her anxious thoughts, Jennifer is able to notice that she’s having 
the fearful thought I’m going to mess up this interview and it’s going to be a 
total disaster! But because she has gathered herself into the calm flow of 
soothing- rhythm breathing, she’s better able to recognize this thought as 
one associated with her feelings of anxiety and her threat- detection system, 
rather than as a fact. After all, she’s prepared for the interview, and she has 
the experience and credentials that would make her suitable for the position.

With part of her attention still focused on the gentle rhythm of her 
breath, she next imagines herself as her compassionate self and asks herself 
what this wise, kind, and helpful aspect of herself might say in this situation. 
Beyond this, she might also have a sense of what it would feel like, emo-
tionally, to be in the presence of this compassionate friend. Sitting in the 
waiting area, Jennifer imagines that her compassionate self tells her: Jennifer, 
it’s completely natural that you’d have some feelings of anxiety or fear in this situ-
ation. Job interviews can be anxiety provoking for all of us. We’ve evolved with 
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such complex minds, and our anxiety can be activated so quickly, so this is not 
your fault, and you’re okay just the way you are. Remember that you’ve prepared 
for a long time and that you’re competent, caring, and knowledgeable. When 
you think about it, you actually do have a job already, and you’re doing very 
well there. As much as you can, just make space for the ups and downs of what 
you feel, and hold yourself in kindness and care, just as I do. After imagining 
these words, Jennifer recalls the sensations she has experienced during the 
Experience Compassion Flowing In exercise and connects with a sense of 
mindful self- compassion. She recognizes that by stepping out of her comfort 
zone to come to this job interview, she has begun to engage in compassion-
ate behavior. She’s being kind to herself, being courageous, and putting up 
with feeling anxious in order to move in a new and meaningful direction.

Developing the skill of compassionate thinking takes some practice, 
and that practice can take place throughout the day, as a natural part of 
your daily life. Sometimes this practice can take place in a structured way, 
through the use of the Compassionate- Thought Record. At other times, 
you might simply use your creativity and wisdom, without the use of the 
Compassionate- Thought Record and without writing anything down. Part of 
the aim in compassionate mind training is for you to learn and internalize 
these compassionate- thinking skills and build your compassionate attributes, 
so that your new, more helpful response to anxiety becomes automatically 
and inherently more mindful and self- compassionate.

Let’s take a look at three approaches to developing compassionate think-
ing. These eventually will become a part of your broader range of responses 
to anxiety. They share some common ideas, and they all share the common 
aim of helping you activate and embody your capacity for self- acceptance, 
kindness, warmth, and a deep sense of safety and contentment in the 
present moment. These three approaches are (a) compassionate responding, 
(b) distinguishing self- criticism from compassionate self- correction, and (c) 
compassionate defusion.

COMPASSIONATE RESPONDING
In CFT the way to change your response to anxiety is to first notice the flow 
of anxious and negative thoughts as they move through your consciousness 
and then come up with alternative, more positive thoughts that adopt a 
more compassionate perspective, allowing balance, self- care, and movement 
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toward compassionate behavior. You ask yourself questions, and shift your 
perspective in ways that evoke the emotional tone of your compassionate 
self and connect you with a sense of warmth, wisdom, and inner resilience.

You may find it helpful to write down some of your observations as you 
practice these exercises, and notice how the alternative responses affect your 
feelings.

The Compassionate Double Standard

You can do this exercise anywhere, whenever you notice that you’ve become 
anxious or are feeling distressed.

First ask yourself, What’s going through my mind right now? See whether 
you can stand back from the flow of your thinking and, in a sentence or two, 
capture the thoughts going through your mind. For example, if you were stuck 
in traffic and as a result were running late for work, you might feel stress and 
pressure building up. That would be a good time to take a moment to stand 
back and ask yourself compassionately what you’re thinking in that moment. 
You might notice that you had been worrying and that the “what ifs” had begun 
to pop up: What if I’m late? If I’m going to be late, then this is going to be a total 
disaster. I’m going to be in huge trouble. I’ve screwed everything up!

The next step is to ask yourself an important question: What would I say to 
a good friend who was faced with this same situation? If your best friend called 
you while she was stuck in traffic and panicked about running late, you might 
respond by saying “That kind of situation can be so frustrating. As much as 
you can, remember that the traffic is not your fault and is out of your control. 
You’re probably one of hundreds of people stuck on the same route. If you 
can, let yourself off the hook on this, and just call your office to let them know 
you’re stuck.” In speaking kindly and supportively to your friend in this situation, 
you’d be helping your friend both validate her distress and move beyond her 
anxiety and find the best solution to the problem. Further, you’d be providing the 
support and calming influence that arrives with the activation of our experience 
of compassion from others, through our contentment and soothing emotion- 
regulation system.

As the name of that exercise implies, we often apply harsher rules and 
standards to ourselves than we would to others. Our inner critic and threat- 
detection system can be activated by stress, and that can result in reacting 
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to our threatening, worrisome thoughts in less helpful ways than if we were 
engaging with our compassionate selves. This additional pressure can ramp 
up our experience of shame and anxiety. Looking at your situation and your 
automatic thinking as if it were happening to a friend, and then responding 
to the anxious thoughts and worries with compassion, support, and care, 
can help you be just that kind of supportive friend to yourself. You can adopt 
a more helpful, compassionate, and kind attitude toward yourself. You can 
view the situation through the lens of your compassionate mind and respond 
with balance, patience, and support.

The next exercise also begins with the simple act of noticing where your 
mind is, and what it’s doing, in a particular moment of anxiety.

Examining, from a Place of Compassion,  
the Costs and Benefits of Buying into a Thought

You can do this exercise anywhere, whenever you’re in distress or you notice 
you’re experiencing the physical sensations or emotions involved in anxiety. 
Initially, do this exercise on paper. Then, once you’ve become experienced at 
doing this exercise, you might want to do it just in your imagination.

Ask yourself, What’s going through my mind right now? After noticing the 
thought, write it down at the top of a sheet of paper. Begin to ask yourself, 
What are the advantages and disadvantages of buying into this thought? Draw 
a vertical line down the center of the paper, and write “Costs” at the top of one 
half and “Benefits” at the top of the other. List the costs and benefits of believing 
this thought, and then review what you’ve written. Ask yourself: Do the costs 
of buying into this thought outweigh the benefits? Does it help me to buy into 
this thought? If I did believe this, how would I behave? Do I want to hand my 
behavior, and my life, over to this kind of thinking? You might consider how your 
compassionate self would advise you in this.

Taking a few soothing- rhythm breaths, activating compassionate attention, 
and bringing your compassionate self to mind, you might ask that kind and 
helpful part of you whether believing this thought will serve your valued aims 
and will lead you to self- compassionate behavior. If you decide that it’s more 
costly than beneficial to believe in or act on this thought, you can bring accep-
tance and compassion to your experience of the present moment, see the 
thought for what it truly is— an event in the mind— and refocus your mindful 
attention on a compassionate alternative thought that will help you behave in a 
compassionate, effective, and kind way.
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The next exercise is adapted from a cognitive therapy exercise that 
encourages you to adopt a new perspective on your thoughts and feelings by 
reimagining the situation you’re in. Again, it begins with a central question 
that helps you engage with and acknowledge your thoughts.

The Compassionate View from the Balcony

You can use this exercise any time you notice anxiety or distress building, 
whether it be in a particular place or situation or completely out of the blue. 
It may be that you notice your unpleasant emotions because of physical sen-
sations, such as tension or nausea; at other times you may notice negative 
thoughts begin to swirl around. Whatever the case, allow yourself this moment 
of observation, and ask yourself: What’s going through my mind right now? 
What’s my mind telling me? or What am I thinking in this moment? As much 
as you can, see whether you can catch the thoughts as they unfold in your 
inner monologue, and observe them as sentences that you can jot down or 
repeat. For example, after an argument with a friend, you might nervously wait 
for your friend to call and either apologize or talk things through. Or you might 
be trying to build up the courage to make the call yourself. Feeling the tension 
in your chest and pressure in your temples, you might notice that you’re feeling 
anxious and angry. Making space for these emotions, you could choose to ask 
yourself What’s my mind telling me right now? Casting a lens on your thoughts, 
you might notice such statements as She’s driving me crazy! or I’ve ruined 
everything!

Once you’ve noticed the things that your anxious mind is saying, you can 
begin to use your imagination and perspective to work with your distressing 
thoughts. Imagine that you’re at a beautiful theater, and you’re watching a play 
from one of the balconies. At one point during the play, the protagonist is 
acting out a moment of distress. You’ve been watching the play for some time 
now, and you’ve developed empathy, compassion, and warm feelings for this 
character. Imagine now, though, that the character you’re watching is actually 
you. The play you’re seeing is a play about exactly the same situation you find 
yourself in right now. Rather than watching the events and thinking the thoughts 
from the inside, though, you’re now able to have some distance and observe 
how the protagonist has struggled, as all humans do, and has felt some serious 
anxiety.

You recognize that this is not the protagonist’s fault: she didn’t choose to 
be in this situation or ask for her anxious suffering, and she never asked to face 
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the difficulties and challenges she’s being presented with. This character has 
struggled and suffered, and you feel great empathy for her. You understand her 
pain and are moved to help her alleviate her suffering. How might you respond 
to the negative, anxiety- based thinking that you sometimes notice within you, in 
this compassionate view from the balcony?

The following worksheet is structured to help you practice compassion-
ate thinking every day with questions that can guide you through the steps 
of compassionate thinking.

The Compassionate- Thought Record

Ask yourself the following questions, using the guidelines set out for thinking 
about and responding to them.

1. What is the situation I find myself in? Think about what you’re doing in this 
moment, here and now. Where are you? Are you interacting with anyone? 
What do you see, hear, feel and notice around you? What are you reacting 
to right now? Write your response in the space below.

2. What physical sensation(s) am I experiencing? Turn your attention inward 
and notice what physical sensations you’re experiencing right now. Write 
them in the space below. Allow yourself to make space for these experi-
ences, mindfully engaging in the soothing- rhythm breathing practice. Allow 
yourself to experience this sensation or these sensations with kindness.
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3. What emotion(s) am I feeling? Think about how, based on your sensations, 
you’d label the emotion(s) you’re feeling now. What words would you use 
for your current emotion(s)? How intensely are you feeling this emotion or 
these emotions, on a scale from 0 to 100? Write your response in the 
space below.

4. What is my mind telling me? Think about what’s going through your mind 
right now. What thoughts are popping into your head? Write them in the 
space below.

5. Can I mindfully and compassionately make space for this experience, 
here and now? This one’s a rhetorical question: Continue to engage in 
soothing- rhythm breathing, and bring to mind an attitude of warmth and 
self- acceptance. Take this opportunity to learn to stay with your experience, 
just as it is. Follow the flow of your breath in this moment, as much as you 
can, making space for whatever unfolds before your mind. Know that you 
are more than your thoughts, emotions, and bodily sensations, and that 
you can let yourself recognize that you are a part of the flow of life and that 
this is not your fault. Recall how your compassionate self feels, and hold 
yourself in acceptance and kindness, right here and right now. Use the 
space below to write any observations you make as you do this.
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6. How might I respond through compassionate thinking? Think about how 
you might best respond to your thoughts and emotions in this moment, 
with compassion, wisdom, and acceptance. Are you being nonjudgmental? 
What might help you come closer to compassionate thinking? What reac-
tions and observations have you noticed from the perspective of compas-
sionate thinking? Record your thoughts on this theme in the space below.

7. After engaging in compassionate thinking while feeling anxious and dis-
tressed, what do I notice about my current emotions, thoughts, body sen-
sations, and behavioral urges? Think about what’s happening for you right 
now in this regard and write it down.

There will be some times when you can use this worksheet “in real time,” 
writing down your responses to anxiety and other emotions as they happen. At 
other times, you won’t have that opportunity, but can complete the worksheet 
later in the day, looking back on an event and then rehearsing how you might 
respond when a similar event happens, or reflecting on how you were able 
to use compassionate thinking to help you cope with your anxiety during the 
situation. With practice, this written format will help you shift from an anxious 
perspective to a compassionate one automatically. Feel free to experiment with 
this worksheet and to share your observations with your therapist or with people 



Compassionate Thinking 133

you trust who are helping you on your journey. Alternatively, you may wish to 
keep some of these observations private.

It’s important to remember that all the skills and attributes of the com-
passionate mind are connected and that your work with mindful attention 
and compassionate imagery has established a foundation for your work with 
compassionate thinking.

DISTINGUISHING SELF- CRITICISM FROM 
COMPASSIONATE SELF- CORRECTION
For many of us, self- criticism is a large part of our inner life. Our learning 
histories may have involved experiences that taught us to believe negative 
messages about ourselves and cause us to feel shameful or not worthy. Such 
experiences might include being a child of abusive parents, being bullied, or 
other forms of physical or sexual abuse. Perhaps we’ve experienced neglect 
or abandonment. When our caregivers treat us with contempt, cruelty, or 
violence, we might then react to the experience of a relationship with an 
activation of our threat- detection system. If we look for compassion and 
safety from others but are instead punished or mistreated, this can lead to 
our learning to block or fear the experience of compassion and affiliation. 
This can also lead to an overactivation of our threat- detection system, a 
pervasive experience of shame and self- loathing, and an active inner critic.

It seems that we’re designed to blame ourselves when we have diffi-
culty dealing with our fears and with our perception of threats, which can 
feel overwhelming. Our problem- solving minds try to find some source 
of control, some method of finding certainty in the midst of anxiety and 
danger, and we often blame ourselves if we’re not able to find that source or 
not able to take control. We’ve evolved to draw on whatever resources are 
at hand to make ourselves safer.

Remember that through compassionate mind training you’re aiming to 
shift the center of gravity of your experience from threat- detection emotion 
regulation toward the activation of your compassion- based system. Because 
emotions, thoughts, and behaviors are interwoven, when you operate from a 
place of compassion, your thinking takes on a different character and emo-
tional tone, as does your behavior.
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You didn’t choose your evolutionary history, nor did you choose the 
learning history that has led you to struggle with anxiety and shame. 
Developing the compassionate mind begins in the present moment, with 
the recognition that the situation you find yourself in is simply not your 
fault, and with a choice to accept yourself fully, just as you are, without any 
condemnation or judgment and with compassion for your struggles. When 
I introduce this idea to my clients, many resist it strongly. They believe that 
if they accept themselves fully and see their anxiety and suffering as not 
their fault, they’ll no longer care about how they treat themselves or others. 
For some, it seems, the idea of compassionate self- acceptance involves self- 
indulgence, selfishness, or a lack of responsibility. In fact, these qualities 
are not at all part of how the compassionate mind functions. Research has 
demonstrated that people who have a high degree of self- compassion are 
actually less self- indulgent than others.1 To operate from the compassion-
ate mind is to have a deep appreciation of the suffering of both others and 
ourselves. We recognize our common humanity and are moved to do some-
thing to alleviate this suffering. This involves consciously taking responsi-
bility for our actions and plotting a course of compassionate behavior for 
ourselves that can live up to the heartfelt aspirations that emerge from our 
compassionate selves.

Many of my clients also believe that they need to be harshly self- critical 
if they’re going to better themselves: that if they bully or beat themselves 
up, they might whip themselves into shape and become more motivated to 
take charge of their lives. This is a common belief. Perhaps you have memo-
ries of teachers or coaches who tried to motivate you through derision or 
harsh criticism. It may have seemed to work, but in fact this kind of verbal 
punishment rarely produces a positive behavior change. Such punishment 
often results in a decreased frequency of positive behavior, not an increase 
of it. More often than not, our attacks on ourselves, in the guise of “whip-
ping ourselves into shape,” actually have the effect of narrowing our range 
of behaviors and increasing our anxiety, rather than helping us live our lives 
more calmly, evenly, and effectively. If you allow yourself to be engulfed by 
your anxious thoughts and feelings, and if you surrender your behavior to 
your fear or to avoidance, you’re not actually living from a compassionate 
intention; however, if on the contrary you train your mind to respond with 
compassionate thinking, adopting compassionate self- correction rather than 
verbally attacking or criticizing yourself, you’ll be better able to respond to 
your experience of anxiety and shame. Training your compassionate mind 
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can help you experience positive emotions more readily, overcome anxiety, 
and more effectively pursue your goals.

The table below outlines some of the differences between self- criticism 
and compassionate self- correction.

Compassionate self- correction is 
focused on:

Judgmental self- criticism is 
focused on:

•	 The desire to improve
•	 Growth and enhancement
•	 Looking forward
•	 Generosity, encouragement, 

support and kindness
•	 Building on positives (e.g., 

seeing what you’ve done well 
and considering what you’ve 
learned from other things 
that would benefit from 
improvement)

•	 Positive attributes and specific 
qualities of the self

•	 Hope for success
•	 Possibilities for increasing the 

chances of engaging with the 
compassionate mind

•	 The desire to condemn and 
punish

•	 Punishing past errors and often 
looking backward

•	Meanness, anger, frustration, 
contempt, and disappointment

•	 Deficits and fear of exposure
•	 Fear of failure
•	 Possibilities of avoidance and 

withdrawal

Note the example of an 
encouraging, supportive teacher 
(below).

Note the example of a critical 
teacher (below).

From The Compassionate Mind, Gilbert, 2009; reprinted with permission.

Compassionate self- correction is grounded in the desire to alleviate suf-
fering and to help us realize our hearts’ deepest desire to be able to behave 
as we’d wish to. Paul Gilbert has illustrated this difference by contrasting 
the styles of two imaginary teachers— one critical, the other encouraging 
and supportive— each working with young children who are struggling to 
perform at grade level.
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The critical teacher believes that it’s beneficial to focus on the defi-
cits and faults that a child might have and that teasing and chiding her 
pupils for their mistakes will help them learn. Her students come to fear and 
resent her when she looks over their shoulders at their work, and she herself 
spends a lot of time feeling angry and anxious about how her students are 
performing.

The encouraging, supportive teacher pays a lot of attention to the 
strengths and talents that her students demonstrate. Her expectations are 
clear, and she gives specific behavioral feedback to the children about how 
they could improve their performance. She does not chide them or tease 
them. She’s encouraging, warm, strong, and wise.

Did you have teachers like this when you were at school? Which one 
did you study harder for? Which one did you prefer? Which teacher might 
have shaped your sense of self- confidence and, as a result, helped build your 
capacity to respond to frustration and anxiety with warmth and ability to 
tolerate distress?

Compassionate self- correction is not about denying your mistakes or 
weaknesses; instead, it focuses on radical self- acceptance: accepting your fal-
libility, your frailty, and your suffering, all of which are essential aspects of 
your common humanity. Such acceptance also involves a deep kindness and 
appreciation of your desire to alleviate your suffering, to grow, to develop, 
and to realize your valued aims. As Gilbert wrote:

Compassionate self- correction is based on being open- hearted and 
honest about our mistakes with a genuine wish to improve and learn 
from them. No one wakes up in the morning and thinks to them-
selves, “Oh, I think I will make a real cock- up of things today, just 
for the hell of it.” Most of us would like to do well, most of us would 
like to avoid mistakes, most of us would like to avoid being out of 
control with our temper. We need to recognize that our genuine 
wish is to improve.2

The following exercises represent a few methods for overcoming self- 
criticism through developing your capacity for compassionate self- correction. 
You can experiment with them as part of your compassionate mind train-
ing practice and record them in your Weekly Mindfulness Practice Record 
or journal. As with all of the techniques here, feel free to approach them 
gently and with a spirit of curiosity. Part of the way in which we cultivate 



Compassionate Thinking 137

our capacity for compassion is to gradually build new ways of responding 
to anxiety, at a pace that works for us. Along this path, we discover which 
techniques speak to us and help us move toward greater acceptance, mind-
fulness, and flexibility. It’s a good idea for you to record some observations 
in your Weekly Mindfulness Practice Record or journal about your responses 
to the different exercises, so that you might be able to follow a course of 
personal growth and healing that feels right for you.

The first exercise involves noticing the different parts of yourself, partic-
ularly your anxious mind and your compassionate mind, and then drawing 
a contrast between the two. You’ll use a form of role- playing to create a 
dialogue between these aspects of your self. By doing this, you can feel what 
it’s like when your anxious self speaks to you, and then experience how dra-
matically different this is from when your compassionate self speaks. In addi-
tion, this will help you practice activating your compassion system, which 
can help you cope with your fear and anxiety.

Two Chairs

For this exercise you’ll need two chairs, which should be placed facing one 
another. As you begin, sit in one chair, and imagine that you’re looking at a 
mirror image of yourself in the other chair. Take a moment and connect with 
your feelings of anxiety and self- critical thoughts and then speak directly to this 
other image, as if you were the personification of the anxious and self- critical 
part of yourself. Your words will involve shamefulness, worry, and bullying. You 
might be familiar with this kind of dialogue already, with prior experiences of 
similar thoughts. When you’re ready, speak to the empty chair, all the while 
continuing to imagine that you’re facing yourself and remembering that you’re 
speaking purely from your anxious, self- critical mind and are giving a voice to 
your threat- detection system. Speak your fears, your self- criticism, and your 
worries out loud. Let yourself say things that you might not be comfortable 
saying typically. Feel free to verbalize your anxiety, your shame, and your self- 
criticism as openly as you can. Continue doing this for a few minutes and then, 
when you’re ready, allow yourself to stop speaking. Take a moment and settle 
into your chair, letting some silence pass after you’ve spoken.

Next— and again, when you’re ready— rise up and take a seat in the 
opposite chair. Close your eyes and allow yourself to settle into a few mindful 
breaths, resting in your soothing- rhythm breathing. Bring to mind the image 
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of your compassionate self and allow a gentle smile to form on your face. 
Make sure you’re sitting in a grounded and dignified posture and then call to 
mind thoughts of acceptance, forgiveness, openness, warmth, and kindness. 
Allow these thoughts to become physical sensations, perhaps with a feeling of 
warmth around your heart, or with a broadening of your smile. If it’s helpful, you 
can even place your hands over your heart for a few moments as you follow 
your breath and hold the image of your compassionate self in your mind. Now, 
open your eyes and look at the chair before you and begin to speak completely 
from your mindfulness and compassion, and acknowledge that you’re speaking 
with your anxious self. You are not chiding or bullying or criticizing; instead, you 
acknowledge and accept the fear of your imaginary self sitting opposite you, 
and you speak with wisdom, emotional strength, kindness, and the ability to tol-
erate the distress of this anxious self. For example, you might say “I understand 
how difficult this experience is for you. You are very frightened; you aren’t sure 
whether this experience will be worthwhile. It is hard, and you are anxious, and 
I get that. But please remember that it is not your fault. I hold you in kindness, 
and have a real wish for your happiness and well- being. It is okay for you to 
feel this way.” Stay with this compassionate voice for a few minutes more and 
then, when it feels right, close your eyes, and with your next natural exhale let 
go of the exercise altogether. When you open your eyes, bring your attention 
back into the room and allow yourself some credit for courageously engaging 
with this practice.

The Two Chairs exercise can seem a bit strange or tricky at first, but 
with a little practice you can begin to learn what it’s like to deliberately 
activate your compassionate mind and to respond with compassion and 
self- correction when you experience fear, anxiety, and self- criticism arising 
within you. With regular practice, compassionate self- correction becomes 
something automatic in you. Your range of possible responses to self- criticism 
can broaden, and you can find a new freedom to bring self- compassion into 
the present moment as you face your anxiety and self- criticism from a place 
of safety, strength, and wisdom.

The next exercise will involve writing a letter to yourself from the per-
spective of a deeply compassionate, wise, and unconditionally accepting 
person. If you feel comfortable doing so, you can imagine yourself as this 
loving, kind presence. This voice within you is an expression of your innate 
loving- kindness and intuitive wisdom.
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Writing a Compassionate Letter to Yourself

To prepare, set aside some time when you can engage in this exercise without 
interruption and without hurry. Find a space that feels private and safe and 
where you have a surface to write on. You could use some of your good sta-
tionery and one of your good pens, or simply use a pencil and a clean 82 by 
11 sheet of paper.

Be seated and take a minute or two to engage in mindful awareness of the 
flow of your breath. Feel the soles of your feet touching the ground; make sure 
your back is straight and supported; overall, you should be comfortable. Focus 
on your soothing- rhythm breathing, paying attention to the movement of your 
breath into and out of your body.

After a few minutes of mindful breathing, shift your attention to the flow of 
your thoughts; as you breathe, reflect on your current life situation. What con-
flicts, problems, or self- criticisms come to mind? What’s your mind beginning to 
tell you? What emotions arise within you?

With your next natural exhale, let go of these thoughts, and on your next 
natural inhale shift your attention again to an image of yourself as a compas-
sionate and wise person who possesses wisdom and emotional strength. 
You’re unconditionally accepting of all that you are, in this moment, and you’re 
completely nonjudgmental. Your compassionate self radiates emotional warmth. 
For a moment, recognize the calmness and wisdom that you possess and the 
physical sensations that accompany this. Recognize the strength and healing 
quality of a vast and deep kindness. Recognize that this loving- kindness, this 
powerful compassion, exists within you as an abundant reservoir of strength.

Remember to acknowledge and validate your feelings and remind yourself 
that there are many good reasons for the distress you’re currently experiencing. 
Your automatic pilot has evolved to make you feel and react as you do. You 
were not designed to deal with the particular pressures and complexities of 
your current social environment. Your learning history has presented you with 
strong challenges and with situations that have caused you pain. Can you open 
yourself to a compassionate understanding that your struggle is a natural part 
of life and that it’s not your fault?

Reflect on this, and then, when you’re ready, begin to compose a letter 
that gives a voice to your compassionate self. Write enough to fill at least one 
side of your 82 by 11 sheet of paper or both sides of your special stationery.

If you’re working with a therapist, you may choose to take this letter with 
you to your next session, when you can read it together and reflect on the 
words and feelings that you’ve allowed yourself to express. If you’re working 
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independently, set aside some time to mindfully read this letter back to yourself 
with great care. Let yourself hear the words and feel the compassionate tone. 
If you feel the need to revise the letter, make as many subsequent drafts as 
you like. And please remember that each time you practice one of these CFT 
exercises, you’re learning to come into closer contact with your compassionate 
emotion- regulation system, and you’re developing your compassionate mind. 
So, feel free to practice as often as you wish, and as often as you can.

COMPASSIONATE DEFUSION
Sometimes, in order to begin a life of following valued aims and engaging in 
mindful and compassionate attention, thinking, and behavior, we need to 
break away from the mental content that represents our past learning. Your 
attention, thinking, and behavior may currently be directly connected, or 
fused, with certain thought processes, and you may need to gain distance, or 
defuse, from these thoughts. With self- kindness, recognition of your common 
humanity, and a willingness and capacity to bear distress, you can experi-
ence your thoughts as events unfolding in your mind, rather than something 
your anxious self must hand your life over to.

As discussed earlier in this book, when we think about or imagine some-
thing, our bodies and minds can respond as though the mental image were 
a real thing in the outside world. For example, if you imagine that your 
favorite food has been set down on the table before you, with its wonderful 
aroma, you might salivate or notice that you’re getting hungry. Similarly, 
if you tell yourself I’m going to embarrass myself at this party or I can’t get on 
that airplane, you might feel anxious or afraid. And as you begin to feel 
the physical effects of your anxious thoughts, you then begin to feel even 
more distressed. Your threat- detection emotion- regulation system becomes 
the captain of your soul, and you become immersed with the experience 
as if it were a literal event. However, because of the various mindfulness 
training exercises you’ve been practicing, you’ve begun to be aware of how 
helpful it can be to simply not take thoughts at face value; to stand back 
and imagine yourself as compassionate and wise; and to bring in kindness 
to balance your thoughts. Now you’ll begin also to defuse from the way your 
thoughts present themselves, and to reclaim control of your behavior from 
your threatened- mind processes.
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Practicing compassionate defusion allows you to use mindful, compas-
sionate attention to gain perspective on the thoughts and emotions that 
flow through you, to separate yourself from these thoughts and consider how 
they’re affecting you. You may benefit from becoming ever more observant 
of your inner experiences for what they are and not for what they try to 
convince you they are.

Below are a number of defusion techniques that can help you broaden 
your range of responses to anxious thinking. You can practice them just 
about anywhere, at any time.

Breaking from Identification with Thinking

Consider this: Your foot is a part of you, but it isn’t all of you. When you have 
a dream, that dream unfolds in your mind, but it isn’t “you.” Similarly, the verbal 
thinking you do is a part of who you are, but it isn’t all of who you are.

For this exercise, imagine that your mind is something outside of yourself, 
almost separate from you; for example, you might think My mind is telling me 
that I need to stay inside today or Oh, my mind is doing its old, familiar pattern 
of worrying about my retirement. It can also be helpful to talk through your emo-
tional responses by saying out loud or to yourself: My mind is telling me that I’m 
going to fail this test, and that’s generating a flash of anxiety. This means that my 
body has picked up a perceived threat. I can see how this is working to make 
me feel butterflies in the stomach. Let’s see whether I can just make space for 
this experience for a moment. I can notice how these thoughts are pulling my 
feelings around, but I’m going to return my focus to studying, as much as I can, 
and as often as I need to. I can contain all of this right here and now.

By learning to stand back from your experiences, with nonjudgmental 
observation, you’re gradually learning to defuse from the flow of mental events, 
rather than overidentify with them and hand your life over to anxiety. Call to mind 
a physical sense of warmth and the strength and wisdom that emerge from 
self- kindness. Understand that you’re not merely the thoughts that float across 
your mind. You’re something much bigger, much more important, and some-
thing that can contain this experience. Holding yourself in kindness, practice 
this defusion with the flow of your thoughts, and explore what happens.

The next technique involves linking your mental events to an object in 
the outside world.
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Taking Your Keys with You

Grab your key ring and match each anxiety- provoking thought and feeling to 
one of the keys: your house key might represent worries about your romantic 
relationship; your car key might represent worries about your finances; your 
office key might represent worries about your health. It really doesn’t matter 
which key goes with what; what matters is that you link each thought with one 
of the keys and experience the thought in a new context.

As you go about your day, recognize that you’re carrying these sometimes 
troubling mental events with you, just as you’re carrying your keys. You need 
to carry your keys in order to function in your day, just like you need to carry 
these thoughts. Notice the thoughts, and your ability to carry them, whenever 
you notice the keys. When you notice your mind returning to these familiar 
worries, bring part of your attention to the keys and feel them. Remember that 
with mindfulness, compassion, and acceptance, you can carry these thoughts 
just as you carry the keys, using them when you need to— in order to open 
and close doors that lead you in different directions throughout your life— and 
putting them away when you don’t. Connect with your sense of compassionate 
tolerance of distress as you do this, recognizing that your compassionate self 
has sufficient warmth, wisdom, and strength to hold your anxious experience, to 
help you move toward what matters most to you, and to help you move away 
from what matters less.

The Children on the Bus3

Imagine that you’re a bus driver. You have your uniform, your shiny dashboard, 
your comfortable seat, and a powerful bus at your command. This bus rep-
resents your life: all of your experiences, your challenges, and strengths have 
brought you to this role. You’ll be driving this bus to a destination of your own 
choosing— a destination that represents the valued aims that you’re willing to 
pursue. Arriving at your destination is deeply significant to you, and every inch 
that you travel toward this valued aim means that you’ve been taking your life in 
the right direction. It’s necessary, obviously, that you keep to your route. 

Like any bus driver, you’re obliged to stop along the way to pick up pas-
sengers; however, the trouble with this particular journey is that some of these 
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passengers are difficult to deal with— they’re the most unruly and aggressive 
children you’ve ever encountered. Each one represents a difficult, anxiety- 
provoking thought or feeling that you’ve had to contend with over the course 
of your life. Some of the children might be self- criticism; others are panic and 
dread; still others represent worry and fear. Whatever has troubled you and 
distracted you from the rich possibilities of life is now hopping on your bus in 
the form of these unruly children, who because of their behavior seem cruel 
and rude: they shout insults at you and throw trash all over the place. You can 
hear them calling: “You’re a loser!”; “Why don’t you just give up? It’s hopeless; 
we’ll never get there!” One even shouts, “Stop the bus— this will never work!”

You think about stopping the bus to scold and discipline these children or 
throw them out, but if you did that you’d no longer be moving in the direction 
that matters to you. Maybe if you made a left turn and tried a different route, 
the children would become quiet. But this, too, would be a detour from living 
your life in a way that takes you toward realizing your freely chosen, valued 
aims. All of a sudden you realize that while you were preoccupied with devising 
strategies and arguments for dealing with the nagging children on the bus, you 
already missed a couple of turns and have lost some time. You now understand 
that in order to get to where you want to go, and in order to continue moving 
in the direction that you have chosen in life, you need to continue driving and 
allow these children to continue their catcalls, teasing, and nagging all the while. 
You can make the choice to take your life in the right direction, while just making 
space for all of the noise that the children generate, because you can’t kick 
them off and you can’t make them stop.

You recognize that each child represents a part of your very tricky brain 
that has evolved over millions of years to respond in all sorts of anxious, angry, 
and confusing ways to a complicated environment, and you decide to take a 
moment to pay attention to the road and rest in the rhythm of your breathing. 
When you do this, you can recognize that it’s not your fault that these painful 
thoughts, emotions, and experiences show up. Your compassionate self, driving 
the bus, can make room for them all: the anxious self, the angry self, the cruel 
self, the jealous self, and the entire range of different aspects of your experi-
ence, all of them carrying on and vying for your attention like so many restless 
and mischievous children. All of this can take place as you move toward your 
valued aims. Importantly, you’re being kind to yourself and nonjudgmental as 
you keep your eyes on the road.
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Compassionate Behavior

By now you’ve learned that compassionate behavior involves a deep 
awareness of the presence of suffering in ourselves and in others, 
coupled with an ever- emerging aspiration to alleviate that suffering. 

You’ve looked at compassion as an aspect of our minds that has evolved 
to provide us with a secure base to face the challenges in life and to move 
toward what’s truly important for us and for our loved ones. You’ve also 
learned that our compassionate minds can help us regulate our emotions 
and cope with anxiety. You’ve seen that compassionate mind training 
involves working with attention, imagery, thinking, and behavior as well as 
with emotions and motivation.

What will really move you along in overcoming anxiety is to learn to 
behave in new ways in relation to it. We used the example previously of 
learning how to drive a car, when you knew that the only way you’d improve 
and overcome your anxiety would be to get in the car and practice how to 
drive. Remember also the other things in your life that have happened as a 
result of your ability to face up to your anxiety (such as taking exams, going 
for your first job interview, or going on a first date). You got through them 
all and achieved things you wanted, or at least made an effort to; however, 
compassionate behavior isn’t just what you do but how you do it.
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So, for example, if you suffer from agoraphobia, part of you will want to 
go out into the world and overcome your fear, but another part of you will 
want to avoid those situations in which you might feel anxiety and panic. 
Compassionate behavior is about choosing to go out, even if it’s difficult. 
Why? Because it helps you stop the suffering you cause yourself by remaining 
at home. You might develop a program in which you gradually try to get out, 
perhaps the first day going to the door to look down the road, the next day 
taking a few steps to the pavement or to the mailbox, and so on. The more 
you create an understanding voice in your mind that validates and recog-
nizes how unpleasant anxiety is and helps you keep in mind all those things 
you learned about anxiety in the preceding chapters, the more you’ll be able 
to stay with the anxiety rather than have the anxiety push you back into 
the house. You’ll be better able to remember new responses, such as staying 
in contact with the present moment, paying gentle attention to your body 
and your breathing, and noticing when you jump to frightening conclusions 
or become self- critical and then acknowledging what you’ve noticed and 
refocusing on your compassionate, mindful self.

All of the behavioral changes you make using CFT are important 
because they build self- confidence. The key, however, is to be able to develop 
a behavioral program for yourself that’s challenging but not overwhelming 
and that allows you to see that it’s okay to take two steps forward and one 
step back as you learn to cope with your anxiety.

WHY BOTHER? CLARIFYING YOUR GOALS 
AND VALUED AIMS
It’s clear that when we begin to engage with our anxiety, it’s going to be 
uncomfortable for us. So the issue is: why bother? Well, bear in mind that 
there’s no absolute rule that says you have to address all your anxieties. 
Suppose you have a fear of flying but it doesn’t matter so much because you 
prefer to travel by car or train to better enjoy the journey, or because you 
prefer not to travel far and have no need to fly, or because plane travel is 
not something you need to do for work. In this case, you might not see any 
reason to overcome your fear. Many people carry with them all kinds of fears 
that they don’t particularly want to engage with, because these fears don’t 
really interfere with their lives. So, the first thing for you to do is clarify 
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your valued aims and goals for working with anxiety and which parts of 
your anxiety and fears you need to focus on; for example, you might want 
to reduce your social anxiety because you want to go to college and become 
involved in campus life. You might want to overcome panic attacks simply 
because they’re so unpleasant. It can be helpful to clarify what you want to 
achieve, especially when the going gets tough. When things seem difficult 
on the road to your valued aims, keep in mind what you’re trying to achieve, 
and why. Otherwise, it can be easy to lose motivation and a sense of per-
spective when you become anxious.

As you look closely at ways to cultivate compassionate behavior in your 
life, you’ll discover that identifying your heart’s desire— how you truly wish 
to behave in the world— is a big part of activating the compassionate mind. 
You’ll also learn how compassion can involve courage, discipline, and sac-
rifice as well as joy and warmth to help you experience whatever shows up 
for you in the present moment, be it anxiety, uncertainty, or fear of the 
unknown. Even in the presence of distress, engaging compassionate behav-
ior involves perseverance and moving toward what matters most, with an 
expanding range of behavioral options. Compassionate behavior toward 
yourself may take obvious forms, such as:

•	 Taking care of yourself, whether by having a relaxing massage 
or by taking time out to spend time with people you love

•	 Taking care of your health, by visiting the doctor or by exer-
cising regularly

•	 Taking a break from a stressful situation to relax and enjoy 
other activities that bring you pleasure

These are the kinds of sensible behaviors that don’t really put any pres-
sure on you and are often quite easy to do; however, facing your anxiety 
though self- compassionate behavior can also take less obvious yet very 
important forms:

•	 Working hard to move in directions that you value in life, 
like studying for exams or pursuing a career, even when this is 
uncomfortable and involves a sacrifice of time or energy

•	 Facing up to things that scare you so that you might overcome 
your anxiety, even though this involves distress
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•	 Refraining from taking part in “pleasurable” activities that 
might harm you, such as drinking a lot of wine at a party to 
“take the edge off” or “calm your nerves” when you know this 
activity will have negative results in the long run

Let’s take a closer look at some specific examples of compassionate 
behavior and take part in some exercises designed to help you activate your 
compassionate mind and motivation.

GRADUALLY DEVELOPING 
COMPASSIONATE BEHAVIOR
Compassionate behavior involves taking action; specifically, it involves doing 
things that will be helpful and supportive to those dealing with anxiety. 
This kind of behavior emerges from a compassionate motivation, a genuine 
desire to alleviate others’ and our own anxious suffering. Compassionate 
behavior may involve soothing ourselves and others, but it also may involve 
moving in the direction of our valued aims, even when this means we’ll 
confront our anxiety head- on.

Just like the development of the compassionate mind in general, the 
development of compassionate behavior often proceeds in a gradual, step- 
by- step, course. For instance, I remember a time when I decided to practice 
yoga regularly again after many years of only sporadic involvement. One of 
the things that became most clear to me once I began was that I couldn’t 
push myself to achieve what I’d been able to when I’d practiced regularly 
in the past. I could stretch and breathe into a position only as deeply and 
as fully as was possible in that moment. It made no sense for me to try 
to push myself farther than I was capable of and to damage my body. In 
time, though, I became much better able to move through the postures and 
connect with my breath. This led to better energy levels and improvement in 
my physical health; however, I had to allow the process to happen gradually, 
gently, and with a blend of self- kindness, nonjudgment, and perseverance 
that involved the development of a form of compassionate behavior.

It takes time for us to identify and understand what matters most to us 
and to develop the practice of mindfulness and compassionate behavior that 
will help us reach our valued aims and goals.
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SELF- COMPASSION IN ACTION
By now, you know that you can develop your compassionate mind to help 
you feel soothed, content, and calm. You also know that this involves 
courage, strength, and authority, which in turn provide a secure base from 
which you can face challenges. It’s important to remember that you are not 
developing your mindful, compassionate self in order to allow you to curl up 
into a ball and hide away. Instead, you’re developing a secure base of self- 
compassion that will allow you to confidently pursue your valued aims and 
return occasionally to a safe place that will enable you to rest, to survive, 
and to thrive, even when your anxiety begs you to turn back. Think of this 
place as a refuge for your spirit.

When I write about “values,” “valued aims,” or “valued directions” in 
this book, I’m using the term “value” to represent behavior that’s intrinsi-
cally rewarding across time and across situations, as your “heart’s deepest 
desire for how you want to behave in the world.”1

We all have things specific to us that seem to light a fire beneath us.
So, our values reflect the degree to which certain behaviors are reinforc-

ing, in and of themselves. This, in turn, relates to the consequences of our 
actions. Let’s take a look at a few examples of how values can influence our 
interactions with our environment and with anxiety:

•	 Steve, who has great experience and skill with computer 
technology, doesn’t really care about making a lot of money. 
He values helping people achieve their educational goals. As a 
result, he refused the offer of a high- pressure, high- paying job 
that would require long hours and instead has taken on a posi-
tion that pays less but allows him time to volunteer at a local 
school to tutor underprivileged children.

•	 Jane, a mother of two young children, highly values her ability 
to be a good parent but has an intense fear of social situations. 
Because of her values, however, she’s willing to face her fear, 
and she agrees to meet up with other parents in her neigh-
borhood so that her children might have playdates and make 
more friends.

•	 Jacob is a talented artist who has been accepted to a sculpt-
ing course that will help develop his skills and possibly lead 
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to commissions. The studio is in the heart of the city, and 
his only viable means of getting there on time each day is 
the subway, but he’s afraid of traveling in confined spaces. Yet 
because he values both his work and the teaching the course 
provides, he has been able to confront his fears, even though 
it has been very difficult. He copes with his anxiety by focus-
ing on his aim (the completion of the course), even when he 
sometimes experiences panic attacks en route.

Research has demonstrated that when people engage more fully in 
behaviors that give them a sense of pleasure and mastery, they can begin to 
overcome negative emotions. In fact, these kinds of behaviors may be more 
effective in overcoming negative emotions than psychiatric medication or 
than some therapeutic treatments for depression.2 Research has also indi-
cated that what most effectively changes our negative thinking is engaging 
in behaviors that help us move in the direction of our valued aims3 and 
that by doing so, even in the presence of distress, we can also help ourselves 
overcome our problems with anxiety.4 So, in order to engage in truly com-
passionate behavior and take good care of ourselves, it’s very helpful for us 
to move in the direction of our own valued aims.

Let’s take a moment now to discover what valued aims and directions 
are meaningful and worthwhile to you. What are you willing to experience 
anxiety and fear in the service of? What behaviors are intrinsically reward-
ing to you? If you were to be compassionate toward yourself and courageous 
in your pursuit of your valued aims, where would you be headed? The fol-
lowing worksheet will help you be the author of your own valued directions 
and begin to pursue your valued aims. Allow yourself the time to complete 
the worksheet in a place that feels safe to you and where you won’t be inter-
rupted. Also schedule another time a day or so later to look at your work-
sheet and reflect on your answers.

Becoming the Author of My 
Valued Aims and Directions

This worksheet is intended to give you some space to write down some obser-
vations about what valued patterns of behavior you’d like to pursue in your life. 
Take a few moments to complete each section, and reflect on what aims you 
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might pursue in your life that would be meaningful, be rewarding, and involve a 
sense of vitality and purpose for you.

1. Career

How important is this area of my life to me? (0– 10):    

What would my intention be in this area?

What obstacles might I face in realizing this intention?

How might I overcome these obstacles?

2. Family

How important is this area of my life to me? (0– 10):    

What would my intention be in this area?
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What obstacles might I face in realizing this intention?

How might I overcome these obstacles?

3. Intimate Relationships

How important is this area of my life to me? (0– 10):    

What would my intention be in this area?

What obstacles might I face in realizing this intention?

How might I overcome these obstacles?
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4. Social Life

How important is this area of my life to me? (0– 10):    

What would my intention be in this area?

What obstacles might I face in realizing this intention?

How might I overcome these obstacles?

5. Education

How important is this area of my life to me? (0– 10):    

What would my intention be in this area?

What obstacles might I face in realizing this intention?
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How might I overcome these obstacles?

6. Physical Well- Being

How important is this area of my life to me? (0– 10):    

What would my intention be in this area?

What obstacles might I face in realizing this intention?

How might I overcome these obstacles?

7. Spirituality

How important is this area of my life to me? (0– 10):    
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What would my intention be in this area?

What obstacles might I face in realizing this intention?

How might I overcome these obstacles?

8. Community Involvement

How important is this area of my life to me? (0– 10):    

What would my intention be in this area?

What obstacles might I face in realizing this intention?
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How might I overcome these obstacles?

9. Hobbies and Recreation

How important is this area of my life to me? (0– 10):    

What would my intention be in this area?

What obstacles might I face in realizing this intention?

How might I overcome these obstacles?
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REFLECTING ON YOUR VALUED 
AIMS AND PLANNING FOR 
COMPASSIONATE BEHAVIOR
After you’ve completed the worksheet and can take some time to reflect on 
what you’ve learned, remember that a short exercise in a book like this isn’t 
necessarily going to become the blueprint for a whole new life; however, 
it can be one step toward your gradual process of developing compassion-
ate behavior and mindfulness. When your behavior becomes consistent 
with what you value, you’re closer to living a life of compassion and on the 
way to being better able to face and overcome your fear and anxiety in the 
service of a life well lived. This might mean making some difficult decisions. 
For example, if you value physical well- being you may need to refrain from 
eating foods that taste good but could pose a health risk to you. You might 
desire an extra glass of wine or two, but you might begin to forgo that kind 
of indulgence so that you might live a healthier and more productive life. 
Each of us is unique, with a different set of values, different physical and 
emotional strengths, and a different learning history; however, we all have 
the capacity to cultivate our compassionate and mindful emotion- regulation 
system and to develop our compassionate selves through the many skills and 
attributes of our compassionate minds. An important part of that process is 
to face our fears in order to move toward what matters most to us.

DEVELOPING THE MOTIVATION TO 
FACE YOUR FEARS
In this next section we’ll look at the outline of a systematic plan for gradu-
ally facing your anxiety and for gradually exposing you to the experiences 
you’d much rather avoid. In order to prepare for this, it’s useful to enhance 
your compassionate motivation.

There are many reasons we may experience problems with anxiety 
in our lives. Sometimes, our experience of anxiety seems clearly related 
to an ongoing psychological problem or anxiety disorder and may include 
such compulsions as repeatedly checking the oven to see whether the gas 
has been switched off. At other times, stressful events in our lives, such 
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as unemployment, the breakup of a relationship, or some other loss, may 
increase our experience of anxiety. From the perspective of the compassion-
ate mind, it’s important to remember that the anxiety you experience is not 
your fault— you didn’t choose to have such an active threat- detection system 
or the many reasons and causes for your struggle with anxiety. As much 
as you can, aim to have compassion for yourself and acceptance of your 
anxiety, knowing that your suffering is a fundamental part of being human. 
Recognizing that this is a part of your essential humanity, and having sensi-
tivity to that, may help increase your motivation to face your fears and move 
toward the life you wish to live.

A life ruled by anxiety is filled with missed opportunities and experi-
ences. When you have some uninterrupted time in your safe place, take a 
moment to recognize and reflect on what you may have sacrificed or be 
missing out on because of anxiety. Jot down your answers to the following 
questions:

•	 How much has your struggle with anxiety cost you in terms of 
your personal relationships? Have you avoided relationships, or 
have they become strained due to the limits your anxiety has 
placed on you?

•	 Have you avoided things because of your anxiety and as a 
result missed out on financial, career, or social opportunities? 
Have you made decisions that have had a negative impact on 
your work life or your financial life that have been based in 
anxiety?

•	 Has your struggle with anxiety limited the amount of freedom 
you have to pursue the things that you enjoy? Have you given 
up recreational activities, travel, or hobbies due to avoidance 
behaviors?

•	 How much time and energy have you spent absorbed in nega-
tive emotions involved with your struggle with anxiety?

•	 What other things have you given up due to anxiety? What 
has anxiety cost you overall in your life?

As you answer these questions, it’s likely that you’ll begin to understand 
the impact that your anxiety has had on your life. The good news is that 
you’re now taking steps to overcome this anxiety and to take your life back. 
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As we near the gradual exposure exercise in this chapter, it’s important to 
remember your aim to reclaim your life and to free yourself to experience life 
with kindness, courage, and authority. In engaging in exposure, you’re going 
to be willingly experiencing some anxiety and distress in the short term so 
that you might better overcome anxiety in the long term.

Engaging in compassionate gradual exposure asks us to accept the fact 
that we may feel more anxiety before we feel less. By now you know that 
anxiety can arrive suddenly and move through us to activate our physical 
sensations, emotions, and thoughts. You also know that anxiety isn’t easily 
controlled or suppressed and that the key is to meet it with compassionate 
courage and tolerate the distress. In CFT we often use the motto “chal-
lenging but not overwhelming” to describe this gradual way of approaching 
anxiety.

With this in mind, use the chart set out below to record and examine the 
costs and benefits of engaging in compassionate gradual exposure. Imagine 
for a moment that I had a great fear of public speaking but a willingness to 
speak in public would be beneficial to my work as a psychologist, not only 
because of the need to lecture at my university but also to give workshops 
and discuss research with groups of colleagues. So, if I had a phobia of public 
speaking it’d probably be a good idea for me to aim to overcome it. If I were 
to look at the costs and benefits of engaging in gradual exposure to this 
fear, I would probably list a number of costs. First, engaging in the exposure 
would cause me to feel anxious, both at the time of exposure and in antici-
pation of it. If I were engaging in this with the help of a therapist, I may 
also have to consider the cost of the therapy sessions and the cost in terms 
of time and effort. On the other hand, if I were to think about the benefits 
of engaging in gradual exposure, I’d realize that if I overcame my anxiety 
and fears I’d no longer be inclined to avoid situations where I’d be required 
to speak in public. Additionally, this exposure might help me reduce my 
anxiety in a wide range of other situations over the course of my career and 
possibly make new opportunities available to me, such as speaking at confer-
ences and learning more from my colleagues, whom I would be able to speak 
with more freely. So, even though there might have been some well- defined 
costs, I can see how the benefits of engaging in this method of treatment 
would clearly outweigh them and that the act of engagement would be an 
exercise in compassion and courage.

In the table below, list the specific costs and benefits that you might 
face:
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Costs of Facing My Fears Benefits of Facing My Fears
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What have you discovered after listing and reviewing the costs and ben-
efits of gradual exposure? Have you created a clear vision of how your life 
would be improved by coping with your anxiety? You might want to review 
the list you made in chapter 5 to describe the ways that your life would be 
improved by your ability to cope with anxiety in a more mindful and com-
passionate way.

EXPOSURE ON A GRADUAL, 
COMPASSIONATE PATH
Compassionate gradual and systematic progress through a hierarchy of chal-
lenging experiences can help you overcome anxiety.

Exposure is a method of therapy that has been used for decades to help 
people overcome their fears by guiding them to remain in the presence of 
situations that cause them to experience elevated levels of anxiety. When 
we willingly remain close to what causes us fear, gradually fear can lose its 
power over our behavior. How does this work?

Well, from a certain point of view, exposure works through a process 
known as habituation. For a very long time, behavior therapists have under-
stood that when we remain in the presence of anxiety- provoking things for 
long enough, gradually our capacity to remain frightened in a given situation 
becomes exhausted. What tends to happen with people with anxiety is that 
they miss out on habituation: rather than staying with the situation until 
their anxiety begins to go away, they leave the situation while their anxiety 
is still building or intense. Or, because the thought of such a situation makes 
them anxious, they avoid it altogether. But, as you’ve learned, this can actu-
ally make things worse. The reason is that when people briefly encounter an 
anxiety- provoking situation and then run away from it, they never learn that 
their anxiety would eventually subside to a manageable level; thus they’re 
unlikely ever to be less frightened of the situation. This is why it’s important 
to experience through compassionate mindfulness that anxiety doesn’t exist 
as a permanent, endless state of affairs.

It may help to measure your own anxiety by grading it on a scale from 
0 to 10, where 0 represents no anxiety at all and 10 the highest anxiety you 
could ever feel. This mindful process is sometimes referred to as a rating of 
Subjective Units of Distress, or SUD. Therapists often introduce anxiety- 
provoking images into their sessions as part of the process of gradually 



162 The Compassionate-Mind Guide to Overcoming Anxiety

engaging in exposure; for example, if you have a fear of dogs, your therapist 
might show you pictures of dogs. The therapist would then ask you what 
your SUD rating would be as you looked at a picture, which you’d con-
tinue to do until your anxiety peaked and then until your feelings of anxiety 
reduced by half. The two of you would decide how to gradually introduce 
more and more anxiety- provoking things into the situation week by week. 
For example, after looking at pictures of dogs, you might watch a video of 
dogs, then visit a pet store to see a dog in a cage. Gradually your exposure 
might involve approaching a dog, petting a puppy, or even playing with a 
fully grown Doberman. The speed of the procress would depend on how 
much your anxiety decreased according to your SUD.

Similar to habituation is desensitization, which results when you use 
your imagination to engage in and gradually decrease your experience of 
fear, panic, and anxiety, a process known as imaginary exposure (as opposed 
to real- life exposure). When you practice imaginary exposure, however, 
something else is going on beyond the exhaustion of your ability to feel 
anxious. For one thing, you learn to be less frightened of being frightened; 
less anxious about being anxious. You begin to see that there are always 
going to be things that will make you anxious, such as taking exams, major 
surgery (either for ourselves or for someone we care for), or the need to find 
a new job. If you’re able to tolerate your anxiety- related distress and accept 
that anxiety is a part of life, then you’ll also be able to work with it and 
around it— in short, you’ll be better able to function in your life.

In addition, it seems that when we remain in the presence of an anxiety- 
provoking situation long enough, we have an opportunity to learn a range 
of new behaviors in response to that situation instead of just the “fight, 
flight, or freeze” mode of operating. A practice of mindful and compas-
sionate attention helps us to do this by giving us courage to face our fears. 
Remember, we learn to swim by being in the water; it’s not enough to read 
the manual on how to do the backstroke.

The program I’ve outlined below is based on years of research and devel-
opment in CBT and CFT and can help you begin to work with exposure on 
your own— again, not just by reading through the steps but also by putting 
them into practice. Take these exercises only as far as feels right to you, 
and explore the possibility of working with a support group for anxiety. 
Additionally, I highly recommend that you seek out a qualified CFT or CBT 
therapist to help you along the way.
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Step One: What Triggers Your Fear?
When you engage in gradual exposure, the experience will depend 

on the focus of your fear (e.g., fear of flying, fear of dogs, fear of being in 
enclosed spaces) and the form of your avoidance behavior (e.g., your “fight, 
flight, or freeze” response).

To begin, it’s important to identify and note down what your fears are, 
and what situations trigger elevated levels of anxiety for you. As you begin to 
think about your fears, include the range of different situations and experi-
ences in the outside world, and in your mind, that may trigger your threat- 
detection system.

To prepare, find a time when you can sit in your safe place without 
interruption for a while. Assume a grounded and stable seated posture, 
as you do when you’re practicing mindfulness and compassionate imagery 
exercises. Start by taking a few soothing- rhythm breaths, emphasizing the 
exhale and then slowing the breathing down. Remind yourself that expe-
riencing anxiety is a natural part of life, that it can be challenging, and 
that your fears and worries are not your fault. Recognize that as you begin 
to list your fears in preparation for gradual exposure, you’re engaging in a 
courageous and compassionate behavior and moving toward taking care of 
yourself as best as you can. These steps are meant to be challenging but not 
overwhelming.

When you’re ready, use the form below to list the events “outside” 
yourself— the situations, events, people, and things— that provoke problem-
atic levels of anxiety for you. Feel free to list whatever comes to mind in 
this area and in whatever order. Let’s look at an example of some of the 
situations that Jennifer, the client I introduced earlier, would have written 
down in such a list. Jennifer experienced panic attacks, had some social 
anxiety, and had some persistent worries about approval and work perfor-
mance. When her therapy with me began, panic attacks were on the top of 
her list, and her list of feared situations read something like this:
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Jennifer’s Anxiety- Provoking and Feared Situations 
and Circumstances

Riding on the subway

Speaking in front of class

Driving over the George Washington Bridge

Being in closed spaces

Meeting new people

Being in a crowded room

Your list may be very different, because it will be unique to you. You 
might notice that just thinking about some of these things and writing them 
down can be a little anxiety provoking. This is another example of how your 
always- on, “better safe than sorry” threat- detection system is ready to fire 
up at a moment’s notice in order to keep you safe. Take a moment, though, 
to realize that this is completely natural, and bring yourself back into the 
present, connecting with the rhythm of your breathing and holding yourself 
in kindness.
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My Anxiety- Provoking and Feared Situations  
and Circumstances
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The next list will involve those “inside” events— the mental events, 
thoughts, images, and physical sensations— that provoke anxiety and lead you 
into states of fear and worry. Many of these may seem to pop into your head all 
on their own or make you feel physically anxious without any prior warning, 
which in itself can provoke a great deal of anxiety. Just as we did with the list 
of “outside” events, let’s take a look at a few of the thoughts, emotions, and 
images that Jennifer listed as she began her program of gradual exposure:

Jennifer’s Anxiety- Provoking Thoughts and Feared 
Inner Experiences

“I’m going to freak out.”

“I can’t handle it in here.”

“I think I’m going to have a heart attack.”

“I’m going to faint.”

“I can’t escape!”

“I’m going to freeze up in front of the class.”

Picturing myself passed out on the floor of the train

Imagining myself being fired for not being able to speak in front of the class

Feeling nauseous

Feeling dizzy

Feeling “closed in”

We can see a range of different anxiety- provoking thoughts that made 
their way onto Jennifer’s list, as well as the physical sensations related to panic 
attacks, and images that Jennifer identified as her “inside” experiences that 
triggered her fear and anxiety. Now it’s your turn again; use the form below 
to record your anxiety- provoking thoughts, sensations, and inner experiences:
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My Anxiety- Provoking Thoughts and Feared  
Inner Experiences
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Many people describe how writing down their thoughts helps give them 
distance from and perspective on their anxiety- provoking thoughts and 
inner dialogue. You might recall from the section on compassionate think-
ing that distancing yourself from and observing your anxiety- provoking and 
distressing mental events is an important step in developing a new and self- 
compassionate response system. This exercise is aimed at giving you similar 
distance so that you can observe your mental events with more flexibility, 
mindfulness, and compassionate awareness and, in turn, move forward to 
develop a way to cope with your anxious suffering.

Step Two: What Are Your Safety and 
Avoidance Behaviors?
As discussed in chapter 2, we’ve evolved to respond to perceived threats 

with an experience of anxiety and with avoidance behavior. Understandably, 
avoiding real dangers in the outside world can be a lifesaving strategy; 
however, it seems that problems arise when safety behaviors and avoidance 
strategies are used in response to our internal experiences of anxiety. Safety 
behaviors sometimes have unintended consequences, which may include a 
rise in anxiety- related behavior in the long run and missing out on valuable 
experiences in the present moment of our day- to- day lives. Safety behaviors 
are activated by our “better safe than sorry” threat-detection system and 
help us only in the short term; so, how do we devise a strategy that can help 
us in the long term?

There’s a substantial and compelling base of research that shows how 
efforts at suppressing distressing thoughts and avoiding emotional experi-
ences can actually lead to an increase in the very thoughts and feelings 
we’re attempting to suppress.5 I’ve seen this for myself when I’ve worked 
with clients who’ve struggled with their anxiety, and I’ve seen it in my own 
experience of anxiety. The old adage that “what we resist persists” really 
does seem to hold true. However, we can develop our compassionate minds 
to help us overcome our tendency toward unhealthy avoidance and give us 
courage to face what we fear. Think about it this way: A six- year- old boy 
becomes anxious at the prospect of going to a friend’s birthday party. At this 
party will be many of his classmates, but also many children he won’t know. 
His mother doesn’t like to see him anxious and so tells him, “Don’t worry— 
you don’t have to go. You can stay home with me.” She believes she’s done 



Compassionate Behavior 169

the right thing to alleviate his distress; unfortunately, what the boy learns is 
that anxiety is too much to face and can be avoided, and that this avoidance 
has its own reward— staying at home. The gap then widens between his 
ability to socialize and that of the other children, some of whom have been 
told that they’re going to the party regardless of their anxiety but that they’ll 
be okay once they get there: “Think of all the cake and the goody bags! And 
anyway, I’ll come get you in only a couple of hours— that’s not too long, is 
it now?” When they go and face the possibility of anxiety, or the initial feel-
ings of anxiety, they’re learning to deal with their anxiety and feel it subside 
as they begin to relax and make friends. Our shy child, on the other hand, 
feels reassured by being allowed to stay at home, but he’s not developing 
any of the skills needed to make it in the world and cope with his anxiety 
and develop his confidence. What do you think happens three weeks later 
when there’s another party? Avoidance is not the same as compassion— the 
shy child’s mother wants to be kind, but she’s operating in “better safe than 
sorry” mode; the compassionate mother knows the importance of not doing 
that, the importance of understanding and validating her child’s feelings but 
also of finding a way to encourage her child.

The CFT approach helps us encourage our own selves with reasoning, 
kindness, validation of our feelings, and compassion. When we practice 
imagining the compassionate self, for example, we give the compassionate 
self a sense of authority, wisdom, and confidence, and it’s these qualities that 
we aim to get in touch with so that we can experience the situations that 
are difficult for us.

Let’s take a look again at Jennifer, whose avoidance and safety behaviors 
intensified her distress. After having a panic attack on the subway, Jennifer 
became increasingly convinced that riding certain crowded trains would 
lead to intolerable levels of anxiety and panic. In response to her fear, she 
developed a range of safety behaviors she thought would help her avoid an 
emotional experience that she deemed impossible to bear: she kept one dose 
of anxiety medication in her purse “in case she needed it” but would never 
take it; she always carried a full bottle of water on her commute to work “in 
case she began to feel nauseous”; she took particular books with her on the 
train so that she could read familiar passages over and over again in order 
to distract herself; when she could, she’d enlist a “safety person” to ride the 
train with her; sometimes she took routes that were out of her way just so 
she could travel on less- crowded trains; additionally, she spent a great deal 
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of money on taxis or walked long distances to stay away from the possibility 
of having an anxiety attack on the subway.

When she did experience high levels of anxiety or physical sensations 
that she associated with anxiety and panic, she attempted to suppress these 
experiences and chided herself for feeling as she did. This resulted in a cycle 
of intensifying anxiety.

As she and I began working on her compassionate gradual exposure, 
Jennifer took an inventory of her safety and avoidance behaviors and con-
sidered their unintended consequences. After a little while, it became clear 
that her attempts to ensure control and safety only reinforced her belief 
that she was in danger and strengthened her cycle of fear and panic. She 
also realized how much time and effort she was spending to carry out these 
behaviors— time and effort that could’ve been devoted to the pursuit of her 
valued aims and directions.

Just like Jennifer, we all have certain safety behaviors and patterns of 
avoidance that, despite our intending them for safety, might not be helping 
us. With this in mind, use the blank form that follows the example below to 
inventory your own safety behaviors and forms of avoidance.

Jennifer’s Safety Behaviors and Forms of Avoidance

Taking taxis rather than riding on the subway

Carrying a bottle of water

Avoiding eye contact when speaking at work

Staying away from crowds

Avoiding bridges

Not attending parties and conferences

Having a “safety person” with me whenever I travel or might become 
anxious
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My Safety Behaviors and Forms of Avoidance
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Step Three: Creating Your Fear Hierarchy
A fear hierarchy ranks your feared situations and events in order of how 

distressing they seem to you. Gradual exposure engagement often uses such 
a hierarchy as a guide to gradually increase our ability to remain in the pres-
ence of difficult experiences. Earlier, you made a list of events and situations 
in the outside world, and a corresponding list of inner experiences, that you 
might typically avoid. On the basis of these lists, and anything else that 
comes to mind, you’ll soon create a fear hierarchy of your own that you can 
use to engage in your own exposure exercises.

On a sheet of paper, list a range of situations and experiences connected 
to your fears and anxiety. Try to start with the least anxiety- provoking cir-
cumstance and work your way up to the things you find most anxiety pro-
voking. As with the other written exercises, make sure you find a time to 
do this when you can be in your safe place and when you can do so without 
interruption.

If you have a fear of flying, your list might include something like 
“looking at a picture of an airplane” as your least anxiety- provoking circum-
stance. This might seem rather mild, but remember that even imaginary or 
pictorial representations of the things that provoke our anxiety can be effec-
tive in gradual exposure. If you suffer from claustrophobia- related anxiety, 
you may list being in an enclosed space from which you can easily exit, such 
as a phone booth. If you have a fear of having panic attacks in a crowded 
space, your list may include things like going to a sold- out sporting event or 
a popular museum exhibit.

You can structure all or part of your list as a sequence of steps; for 
example, if you have a fear of flying, you might include sitting in an airport 
terminal, stepping aboard a plane, and remaining aboard for takeoff and 
flight as separate and progressively anxiety- provoking situations. Be sure 
that your list includes situations and experiences that provoke a great deal 
of anxiety, whether or not it seems likely that you’d engage in real- life expo-
sure to them.
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Estimate the SUD that you imagine you’d experience during exposure 
to each of these situations and write it next to each list item. This will help 
you order the items into a hierarchy using the form below, which you’ll use 
to plan your compassionate gradual exposure. In addition to the SUD, feel 
free to jot down any observations about how you imagine exposure to this 
anxiety- provoking situation might affect you.

Below is an example of a completed hierarchy and then a blank form for 
you to complete yourself.

Jennifer’s Fear Hierarchy

Rank Feared Situation or 
Experience

SUD 
0– 10

Observations (optional)

1 Being stuck in a subway 
car

10 Don’t think I could face it!

2 Freezing during a 
presentation

8

3 Being humiliated at 
an office party, saying 
something stupid

8 Really afraid of the 
embarrassment

4 Getting stuck on a bridge 
in a car

7

5 Feeling crushed in a crowd 6

6 Going on a first date 6

7 Meeting people on a job 
interview

6

8 Having a panic attack at 
work

5 I would just feel out of 
control
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My Fear Hierarchy

Rank Feared Situation or 
Experience

SUD 
0– 10

Observations (optional)
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Step Four: Prepare to Face Your 
Feared Situations
The CFT techniques and concepts we’ve explored will help you prepare 

for compassionate gradual exposure. It’s important to remember that during 
this process you must remain in the presence of anxiety- provoking circum-
stances without blocking or suppressing your anxiety; however, it’s also impor-
tant to remember that when you practice compassionate gradual exposure, 
you can call on your mindful, compassionate self to give you courage and to 
hold you in warmth as you face your difficulty. In this way, you’re accessing 
your compassionate emotion- regulation system by being kind to yourself, by 
being willing, accepting, nonjudgmental, and wise in the knowledge that 
you’re moving toward the pursuit of your valued aims.

As you prepare to engage in compassionate gradual exposure, you may 
bring to mind the image of your compassionate ideal and remind yourself 
that—although life is difficult and presents us with many challenges, such 
as anxiety—anxiety is neither our fault nor our enemy.

Although exposure involves deliberate contact with anxiety, you can 
remind yourself that over the course of your life, you’ve encountered anxiety 
hundreds or thousands of times, sometimes on a daily basis, perhaps so 
often that it has begun to rule your life. You may often have found yourself 
engulfed by the activity of your threat- detection system as you acted on 
autopilot. Now you’ve begun to understand that you can bring compassion 
to this realization and deliberately adopt a nonjudgmental acceptance of 
your experience. In preparation for compassionate gradual exposure, it may 
be helpful to ask what your compassionate self would say about your engage-
ment in gradual exposure. You may even wish to place your hand or hands 
over your heart, deliberately directing loving- kindness toward yourself and 
connecting with a heartfelt desire to alleviate your struggle with anxious 
suffering.

It may also be helpful for you to visualize what it’d be like to have com-
pleted a course of compassionate gradual exposure. What kind of new pos-
sibilities would present themselves to you after you learned to cope with and 
manage your anxiety? Would you feel a sense of accomplishment for calling 
on your compassionate self to help you have the courage to face your fears?

Find a safe place during a time when you won’t be interrupted and 
where you can sit comfortably, with the soles of your feet on the ground and 
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with your back supported and straight. Begin soothing- rhythm breathing. 
Let your tongue rest in your jaw, and take a few mindful breaths. With your 
next natural exhale, begin to follow the steps set out below:

•	 Create an image of yourself going through the first steps of 
compassionate gradual exposure.

•	 Acknowledge that the first steps are likely to be anxiety 
provoking.

•	 Bring to mind your compassionate self and imagine that self 
helping you engage with the anxiety- provoking situation.

•	 Focus on the feelings that you may have as you compassion-
ately and gradually engage with the situation.

•	 See yourself coping with the situation, tolerating the anxiety, 
making contact with your breathing, and using your mindful 
and compassionate thinking. Focus on the compassionate, 
validating, and understanding voice that’s within you.

•	 Remind yourself that the anxiety isn’t permanent and will ebb 
just as it flows.

•	 Walk yourself through the steps you’ll be taking, and see your-
self coping with them.

•	 See yourself coming through the anxiety and smiling to your-
self with the pleasure of achievement.

This is the ideal situation; however, exposure is a difficult process, and 
things might not always go according to plan or as you imagined they would. 
If things get a bit tricky, refer to the following list. (You may find it helpful 
to write these points on an index card or in your notebook and keep them 
with you when you practice exposure.)

•	 Remember that things don’t always go smoothly and that 
you’re doing the best you can. It’s similar to learning a new 
sport: sometimes you can see yourself improving, but other 
times you feel stuck. This is all perfectly normal.
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•	 As much as you can, return to the perspective of your com-
passionate self and remind yourself you can have another go at 
this on another day.

•	 Make sure you haven’t tried to engage with something in your 
hierarchy that is perhaps a bit too much at this stage; alterna-
tively, try to find a way to adapt your exposure to adjust to a 
possible glitch.

•	 Always remain self- compassionate when things get difficult. 
When you hear the voice of your inner critic, acknowledge its 
presence, but then focus on your breathing and let the criti-
cism go as you refocus on the compassionate gradual exposure.

Step Five: Engaging in Compassionate 
Gradual Exposure
You’ve now reached the point where you can begin to engage in com-

passionate gradual exposure to your anxiety. There are several ways of 
practicing, but we’re going to focus on two methods that are well suited to 
treating a wide range of anxiety- based problems. The first method is known 
as imaginary (or imaginal) exposure, which involves imagining that you’re 
in the situation you’d fear. For example, if I were afraid of heights, I might 
imagine myself standing on a high floor of a skyscraper and peering down 
at the streets dizzyingly far below. Although this isn’t as anxiety provoking 
as the real thing, it still makes my body and mind respond as if it were hap-
pening in real life. Therefore, imaginary exposure is an effective method of 
introduction to compassionate gradual exposure.

The second method you’ll be practicing is known as real- life exposure, 
in which you actually face and engage with the situations and circumstances 
you’ve listed in your fear hierarchy. You won’t be putting yourself in situ-
ations that could cause you harm, but you will be willingly entering into 
situations that cause you anxiety. So, if I were engaging in real- life exposure 
with my fear of heights, I’d purchase a ticket to the eighty- sixth floor of 
the Empire State Building, ride the elevator up, and actually stand on that 
observation deck rather than just imagining that I’m doing so. As you might 
expect, truly facing the things that frighten you through real- life exposure 
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can be challenging, but it can also be a highly effective way to liberate your-
self from your fears.

As you move up the fear hierarchy, you’re likely to experience greater 
levels of anxiety, but this is part of the process of overcoming anxiety 
through compassionate gradual exposure, and as you engage in the exer-
cise it’s important that you recognize and let go of any safety or avoidance 
behaviors. As you’ve seen, these behaviors typically help you only in the 
short term; in the long term, they prevent you from pursuing your valued 
aims and directions. Letting go of these behaviors to fully engage with the 
process of exposure is a mindful act of courage and self- compassion.

Imaginary Exposure

Find a time and a place where you can sit quietly without interruption and with 
your eyes closed for about ten to fifteen minutes. Based on the situations you 
listed in your fear hierarchy, you’re going to imagine scenarios in which you 
encounter your fears. This first time, you’ll begin with the situation that provokes 
the least anxiety.

Begin with your soothing- rhythm breathing— the soles of your feet are 
grounded, your posture is straight, you’re comfortable and supported, and 
you’ve allowed the hint of a smile to form. Your eyes remain closed, but you’re 
alert. After a few moments, begin to imagine the scenario that corresponds to 
the bottom item on your hierarchy, as vividly as you can. Stay with this imagi-
nary situation as if it were actually happening in the present moment. You may 
begin to feel some anxiety, but it’s important to resist the temptation to engage 
in any safety or avoidance behaviors. You’re learning to willingly stay with the 
image that frightens you. Every two minutes or so, rate your SUD on a scale 
from 0 to 10. This will help you notice your distress level off and decrease.

Continue to imagine the situation until you believe you’ve habituated to it, 
a sensation that may even be indicated by feelings of boredom. In fact, if you 
start to feel bored, that’s great! Isn’t boredom preferable to the anxiety or fear 
you previously related to the situation? As you become less anxious, your atten-
tion can turn itself to other things and, by doing so, give you the opportunity to 
respond in new ways to things you previously felt anxious about. You’re learn-
ing that you can face your fear and that you don’t need to heed your threat- 
detection system when it sets off false alarms. Once you feel ready, move on 
to the next item in your hierarchy.
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Do this for ten to fifteen minutes, or until your SUD rating reaches a peak 
of 10 and then drops to about half of that. This drop in SUD represents habitu-
ation, which will help you become familiar with the feeling of anxiety and then 
also with relief once your anxiety begins to subside. The more often you expe-
rience the rise and fall of anxiety in an imaginary situation, the less anxiety- 
provoking this situation will be in the long term.

You should aim to practice this exercise daily, gradually working your way 
up your hierarchy until you reach the top— until you feel familiar with, or habitu-
ated to, the feeling of anxiety and the corresponding feeling of relief as the 
anxiety dissipates when you imagine that situation.

As you practice compassionate gradual exposure, it’s a good idea to 
contact your compassionate self after each session. Throughout, you should 
stay with your stable posture, a kind half- smile, closed eyes, and soothing- 
rhythm breathing. 

Drop into the present moment with the next natural inhale and bring the image 
of your compassionate self to mind. For a few moments, imagine what your 
compassionate self would say about your engagement with compassionate 
gradual exposure. Give yourself credit and appreciation for having the courage 
to turn toward those things that cause you fear in order to live your life more 
fully and follow in the direction of your valued aims.

It’s important to engage in compassionate gradual exposure voluntarily 
and at a pace that feels right to you. The process should be challenging but 
not overwhelming, not so difficult that it makes you distraught, discouraged, 
and ready to give up trying. Remember to be kind to yourself, even as you 
face your fears.

You can record your progress in compassionate gradual imaginary 
exposure using the chart below, noting any observations that you wish to 
remember along the way. The example uses the top item from Jennifer’s fear 
hierarchy.
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Jennifer’s Imaginary Exposure Record

Date: August 12, 2012

Feared Situation: Being stuck for hours in a subway car without air 
conditioning

Time SUD (0– 10) Observations (optional)

Start: 1:58 8 This seems like it could be bad.

2:00 9

2:03 10 Very anxious now.

2:06 10 Why am I doing this?

2:08 8

2:10 7 Okay, this is easing up a bit.

2:12 6

2:15 5 Getting used to it.
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My Imaginary Exposure Record

Date:

Feared Situation:

Time SUD (0– 10) Observations (optional)

Start: 
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REAL- LIFE EXPOSURE

After some time spent practicing, you may find that imaginary exposure 
has helped you begin to reduce the level of anxiety you experience when 
you think about the situations and events in your fear hierarchy. This is 
good news and represents progress. From here you may begin to engage in 
real- life exposure, the second method of compassionate gradual exposure. 
This follows a format similar to that of the imaginary method, but this time 
you’ll be facing anxiety- provoking situations in the real world rather than 
in your imagination. It’s important to recognize that you’re not being asked 
to face situations that put you at risk of physical harm. The aim here is for 
you to bring yourself into contact with situations that trigger intense levels 
of anxiety and fear, not to face dangerous situations.

Just as with imaginary exposure, while you’re undergoing this exercise 
it may help you to record your SUD rating every two minutes. Stay with 
the exposure until your SUD rating peaks and then drops by half. Again, 
it’s important to proceed gradually and to be sensitive to your own limits. 
I like to tell my clients that they can work on the edge of their comfort 
zone, gradually stretching their capacity to tolerate distress and anxiety step 
by step. This can be a bit trickier with real- life exposure than it is with 
imaginary exposure, since real- life situations can’t always be kept to brief 
or limited periods. For example, if I’m afraid of flying and am engaging in 
real- life exposure to a short commercial flight, the most anxiety- provoking 
situation on my fear hierarchy, I obviously won’t be able to do that for only 
ten or fifteen minutes as I did with my imaginary method. So, you need to 
be sensitive to this, creative in your approach to practicing real- life expo-
sure, and willing and prepared to face life on its own terms. Working with 
your compassionate mind and accessing your compassionate self can be very 
helpful in these situations, when they can give you the courage to face your 
anxiety and follow your valued aims and directions.

Additionally, many of my CFT clients have found it useful to create 
a series of “coping statements,” based on compassionate thinking, before 
entering into anxiety- provoking situations, such as in real- life exposure. 
These statements have traditionally been written on postcards of my clients’ 
choosing, which we’ve called coping cards. Recently, an increasing number 
of my clients have preferred to record these notes in an app on their mobile 
phones. In order to come up with some of these statements, you might 
ask yourself what you’d like to hear from a loving, strong, and supportive 
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friend who was walking alongside you as you engaged in your compassionate 
gradual exposure. What words of encouragement, support, and authoritative 
helpfulness would help you to feel safe, resilient, and ready to move forward 
in the face of fear, difficult emotions, and anxiety? Below are a few examples 
of compassionate coping statements that may be helpful. Feel free to use 
these yourself, but try also to come up with your own statements that are 
uniquely suitable to you:

•	 Anxiety is a natural part of life, and it makes sense that I’d feel 
this way.

•	 I know these anxious feelings are unpleasant, but I also know that 
I’m not in any danger. I can tell that these uncomfortable emotions 
and sensations are anxiety, because they’ve been triggered by these 
predictable circumstances that I’ve begun to engage in.

•	 If this were a problem more serious than anxiety, then it wouldn’t 
come and go as it does.

Close your eyes for a moment and think about these statements, slowly 
breathing in and out. Bring to mind the sense of being a compassionate 
person and the image of your compassionate self, complete with a sense of 
wisdom and a genuine wish to be helpful, caring, and warm. Now, open your 
eyes and read those statements again, but this time focus on their kindness 
and understanding. Don’t worry about whether you believe them or not, or 
whether they’re accurate or not; just focus on your emotions as you speak 
the words out loud.

Did you notice any difference? Here are some further coping statements 
to help you work from a compassionate, feeling perspective:

•	 Experiencing anxiety is not my fault; it’s just a part of being 
human.

•	 Feelings are not facts.

•	 Emotions and responses like anxiety are not permanent; they will 
pass.

•	 This feeling will rise and fall, and I can ride it like a wave until it 
dissipates.
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•	 By facing this fear, I’m opening myself up to living more fully and 
in the direction of my valued aims.

So, by willingly engaging in compassionate gradual exposure to real- life 
situations that make you anxious, and by responding to your anxiety with 
compassion, courage, and wisdom, you’re taking strong steps in compassion-
ate behavior that can lead you from a life dominated by anxiety to a life 
directed toward valued aims. The form that follows will help you keep track 
of your progress.
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My Real- Life Exposure Record

Date:

Feared Situation:

Time SUD (0– 10) Observations (optional)

Start: 
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TAKING COMPASSIONATE EXPOSURE 
FURTHER AND FACING FEAR IN 
EVERYDAY LIFE
The plan for gradual exposure that we’ve worked through is a structured way 
to face anxiety and overcome the hold anxiety has on your behavior and 
your life; however, the ultimate aim is for you to use the lessons of compas-
sionate gradual exposure in your everyday behavior. A good way to practice 
this is by performing a behavioral experiment: notice the anxiety- provoking 
situations you might have to engage with; then, when you do engage, observe 
your anxiety response and carry on to complete your engagement with the 
situation.

Let’s look at some examples of behavioral experiments in action. If I 
were a chronic worrier and heading out to the south of Spain for a holiday, 
my mind might generate a host of anxious predictions. I might pester myself 
with “what ifs,” such as What if I get stuck in traffic and miss my flight? and 
What if I get food poisoning?; however, if I engaged in behavioral experiments, 
I would notice my anxious prediction that I could get stuck in traffic, pause 
to validate and understand that prediction, and then use compassionate 
attention to refocus my thoughts on the happy times I’ll have on the vaca-
tion I have planned. After arriving at the airport, I might look back on my 
worrisome predictions and see how accurate they may have been, given that 
I left the house late and there was an accident en route. I might also notice 
that I was able to cope with the possibility of the delay by realizing that I 
hadn’t left the house that late, that the accident was out of my control (and 
hope that no one was badly injured), and that my anxiety was not my fault. 
Regardless, so much of our suffering due to anxiety is due to worrisome 
predictions about things that never come to pass. Often, when things do go 
wrong, we have far greater coping resources than we’re led to believe by our 
anxious minds, given that they’re focused on our worry instead of on the big 
picture. By cultivating your compassionate mind, you can engage in these 
behavioral experiments as often as seems workable while bringing mindful, 
compassionate behavior; wisdom; and courage into your everyday life.
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Moving Forward 
with Compassion and 

“Beginning Again, 
Constantly”

Having compassion starts and ends with having compassion for 
all those unwanted parts of ourselves, all those imperfections that 
we don’t even want to look at. Compassion isn’t some kind of self- 

improvement project or ideal that we’re trying to live up to.

—Pema Chödrön, When Things Fall Apart
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M y own study and practice of psychology, compassionate mind 
training, and mindfulness has been a deeply personal journey, as 
well as a professional mission.

We all share a common fate in our shared suffering, and my own unfold-
ing history of loss, fear, and trauma has taught me a great deal about what 
it means to approach my experience of anxiety with as much self- kindness, 
willingness, and courage as I can, moment by moment. This isn’t a process 
that reaches a point of completion. Every day there are new challenges, 
new worries, and new encounters with emotional pain and doubt. Each 
moment presents an opportunity to return to a compassionate perspective, 
no matter how distressed we are. The English guitarist and expert on con-
templative practice Robert Fripp has said, “We begin again constantly.” I 
like this phrase— and remind myself of it when I practice the guitar and 
when I practice mindfulness and compassionate behavior. It means that in 
this present moment— the only moment we’ll ever really experience— we 
can choose to make the decision to move forward in the direction of our 
valued aims— beginning now. This choice is always available to us; it’s never 
too late. We begin again and again, and our evolved capacity for compassion 
doesn’t abandon us. It’s available to us as we become available to it.

Ultimately, we all become our own therapists, our own scientists, and 
our own guides. When I read new research and theories about meditation 
techniques or psychotherapy methods, I test them for myself as a matter of 
course. It would mean a great deal to me if you also did this when working 
with this book. Take none of what you’ve read on faith. Test each method. 
Explore and validate your own experience. We’ve looked at a number of 
ideas and techniques together, and this is the point of departure. Your com-
pletion of this book is a beginning, one that will see you engaging with these 
practices in ways that may help you overcome your struggle with anxiety and 
move in valued directions.

As you do this, it’s important to remember the often- repeated idea that 
life is not about reaching a destination, but about the journey. Your per-
sonal path, a life of mindful compassion, is your goal, and gently, consistently 
reminding yourself of this is a very good idea. Developing self- compassion 
isn’t about perfecting yourself or finding a way to reach the top of the moun-
tain; it’s about accepting who you are, here and now, in this very moment.

I can clearly remember an evening I spent with warm and wise friends 
in Boston during the last few weeks of my internship year. I was filled with 
daydreams, plans, and ambitions about where my life was headed and how 
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good things were going to be when I finally arrived at my destination. My 
attention and steady stream of chatter were all about how good it was going 
to be in the future and how much happier I’d be if I became someone new, 
someone more successful. Meg, one of my friends, took me by the hand for 
a moment, looked into my eyes, and said, “It’s great to hear about all of 
your plans, Dennis, but I want you to remember that your life is happen-
ing right now. This is your life. It has already begun, and we are all here 
together and right now you are already good enough, just as you are, and 
we love you.” This kind of stopped me in my tracks. I felt very moved and 
filled with gratitude. I’d been so fired up about the possibility for personal 
transformation and professional development that I couldn’t really appreci-
ate the joy and care that was present all around me that night. Of all of 
the different evenings I’ve spent with colleagues and buddies, this one often 
comes to mind. When I think of Meg’s words, part of me feels nostalgic for 
that time in my life, but even that sort of misses the point. Meg was inviting 
me to show up to my life with compassionate acceptance, in contact with 
the present moment. Getting pulled into the future or lost in the past is very 
different from that idea. Right here and right now is where we live our lives. 
So, as you practice the development of your compassionate mind, my wish 
for you is that you come into contact with the loving- kindness, courage, 
warmth, and wisdom that you already possess and that you open yourself up 
to accepting yourself exactly as you are, in this very moment.

Throughout this book, you’ve learned that anxiety is a natural part 
of human experience; that our always- on, “better safe than sorry” threat- 
detection system has evolved as an essential part of our survival to help 
our species flourish. You understand that anxiety affects many aspects of 
us, such as our thoughts, emotions, and physical sensations. You’ve seen 
that when our threat- detection system is active and dominant, it uses our 
“threatened mind” to influence our attention, thinking, motivations, emo-
tions, imagination, and behavior. You understand now that we’ve evolved 
to have a powerful capacity to feel fear and to protect ourselves by seeking 
safety, whether in the company of others or by fleeing a situation altogether. 
As important as this threat- detection system is, you know that the experi-
ence of intense and excessive anxiety can be distressful and can hold us 
back from fully experiencing our lives.

It’s important to remember that our anxious suffering is not our fault. 
After all, each of us just finds ourselves here, emerging from the evolution-
ary flow of life on this planet. And, what we think and feel is related to our 
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genetic history and our learning history. You know that we didn’t choose 
to have such tricky brains, but you also know that these allow us to use 
our learning histories, and the range of our personal circumstances, even 
traumatic events, to deal with, yet sometimes perpetuate, our troubles with 
anxiety.

Thankfully, our rapid- response threat- detection system is not our only 
response system. Our tricky brains have evolved to let us reflect, develop 
long- term plans, and observe our experiences from a flexible perspective, 
with wisdom and without judgment. Still more importantly, you’ve learned 
that experiencing compassion for ourselves and for others can be one of the 
most useful tools to help us overcome our difficulties with anxiety, and that 
kindness, warmth, and a deep sensitivity to suffering in ourselves and others 
can begin to affect how we cope with our anxiety. CFT is based on the fact 
that the more we cultivate our capacity for compassion, the more we acti-
vate our supportive and positive feelings involving the experience of safety, 
contentment, and a secure base from which we can explore our world. As 
these feelings and alternate response systems are strengthened and activated 
more consistently, we can become more mindful and more in touch with our 
compassionate selves.

Let’s look now at a few ideas and simple steps that can help you con-
tinue the cultivation of your compassionate mind in order to overcome 
your struggle with anxiety. There are many ways that you can approach the 
material from this book, and the following steps suggest a path that may 
strengthen your practice and provide you with some structure along the way.

STEPS IN MOVING FORWARD (AND 
BEGINNING AGAIN, CONSTANTLY!)

1. Accept that anxious suffering is a part of the human condition.
This is a point that we’ve looked at often, yet I feel that it 

remains important to outline the steps that you can take to bring 
compassion to your anxiety. Buddhist nun Pema Chödrön writes, 
“The first noble truth of the Buddha is that when we feel suffer-
ing, it doesn’t mean that something is wrong. What a relief. Finally 
somebody told the truth. Suffering is a part of life, and we don’t 
have to feel it’s happening because we personally made the wrong 
move.”1
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2. Gradually build your capacity for mindfulness.
Mindfulness may not be an end in itself, but it can be an impor-

tant part of your development of compassion, wisdom, and courage. 
As you grow in your ability to remain in contact with the present 
moment, willingly and nonjudgmentally, you may loosen the grip 
that anxious thoughts and feelings can have on your mind and 
your behavior. Thousands of years of Eastern meditative tradition 
as well as advanced Western scientific research have demonstrated 
how useful mindfulness can be as it helps us overcome our problems 
with anxiety. The mindfulness exercises in this book can serve as a 
structure for a daily practice. With consistent, engaged mindfulness 
practice, your capacity to bring mindfulness to your everyday expe-
rience, moment by moment, can grow. You’ll develop an important 
new strength even if you begin by practicing mindfulness for just a 
few minutes each day. In time, you may build a personal mindful-
ness practice that involves formal mindfulness training for twenty 
minutes each day or more. This can greatly benefit your work with 
anxiety and the development of your compassionate mind. There 
are links to many resources for continuing your mindfulness prac-
tice, as well as several guided mindfulness meditations available for 
download, on my website, mindfulcompassion.com.

3. Use compassionate imagery.
Your mind’s ability to create an imaginary inner world, and to 

respond to this world with real emotions and behavioral changes, 
is a powerful tool for your compassionate mind training. Planning 
to spend some time each day practicing compassionate imagery will 
help you access self- compassion when you need it. You can prac-
tice the longer, structured compassionate imagery exercises, such as 
Building and Becoming the Compassionate Self or Creating and 
Encountering the Compassionate Ideal (both in chapter 7), when-
ever you need to. When you sense feelings of anxiety building up, 
and may begin to feel overwhelmed, aim to contact the part of you 
that is supportive, helpful, encouraging, and nonjudgmental. This 
can help you experience anxiety from a secure base, without being 
engulfed in the anxiety and feeling completely caught up in your 
fears.
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4. Return to compassionate thinking.
When your anxious mind is activated, your attention can 

become narrower, your range of responses seem limited, and your 
thinking become threat- focused, worried, and fearful; however, when 
you activate your compassionate mind you provide yourself with the 
opportunity to see things from a compassionate perspective and to 
realize how much of your life you’ve given up to anxious thinking. 
When you do this, you can then choose to learn to use your com-
passionate reasoning to frame new responses that are more in tune 
with your capacity for warmth, wisdom, and resiliency. The range of 
compassionate alternative responding techniques I’ve described are 
designed to help you practice this and to help you take back control 
from worry, fear, and panic. The Compassionate- Thought Record 
(chapter 8) and daily practice of compassionate thinking exercises 
can help you integrate compassionate responses into your everyday, 
automatic patterns of reacting to anxiety, and a gradual, step- by- step 
engagement can help you build a bridge between a life dominated by 
anxiety and a life in which compassionate action becomes possible.

5. Set your course, face your fears, and live a life of compassionate 
behavior.

We’ve evolved to seek safety and comfort through affiliation 
and to find a secure base from which we can explore the world. 
Affiliation helps us regulate our emotions and, as a result, pursue 
our valued aims. Similarly, the development of mindful and com-
passionate attention, compassionate imagery, and compassionate 
thinking provides a platform of compassionate wisdom that can 
allow you to build a life worth living. Anxiety can be distressful, 
but it can also limit your prospects when you avoid certain situa-
tions that you fear, engage in hours of worry or compulsive behav-
ior, and spend time and energy engaging in safety behaviors. If you 
let this happen, anxiety and avoidance can become the organizing 
principles for how you approach your life. Compassionate behav-
ior involves taking action to identify the way you wish to change 
this so that you can cope with your anxiety, broaden your perspec-
tives and prospects, clarify your valued aims, and face your fears so 
that you may live more fulsomely. One of the most compassionate 
things you can do is become sensitive to suffering and committed 
to taking action to alleviate that suffering in yourself and others. 
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Mindful, compassionate gradual exposure to your anxiety is a pow-
erful example of a difficult but worthwhile exercise that can help 
liberate you from anxiety in the long term. Additionally, as your 
capacity for compassion grows, you may wish to expand your circle 
of compassionate behavior by bringing your compassionate self into 
your life, for example as an active member of your community, as a 
family member, or as a partner in a personal or working relationship. 
As your heart opens in warmth and loving- kindness to the common 
humanity of our anxious struggles, your compassionate attention, 
thinking, and behavior toward others as well as toward yourself will 
light the way to your living a bigger, more meaningful life.

“THE GOLDEN RULE”: FIRST, INVERSION
As we reach the end of this book about compassion and anxiety, I’d like to 
acknowledge that there has been a bit of a paradox throughout these pages. 
We know that anxiety causes us to be fearful of what may happen to us 
and involves a lot of inward focus; compassion, however, usually refers to 
a focus on others. Compassion is usually referred to in the context of how 
we’re moved by the suffering of others and how we act to help alleviate 
their suffering. Compassion in this traditional sense is indeed a powerful and 
important part of contacting your essential humanity and will help you live 
mindfully and alleviate your own suffering.

In this book I’ve chosen to focus on how you might develop compas-
sion for yourself and choose to direct your compassionate mind inward so 
that it can help you cope with your inward- focused anxiety. This choice 
partly reflects what I refer to as “The Golden Rule: First, Inversion.” The 
Golden Rule, as it is popularly known, means that we should treat others as 
we’d treat ourselves; however, this assumes that we treat ourselves well and 
with kindness.2 I’m afraid that we can’t make this assumption. The epidemic 
levels of anxiety disorders— depression laced with worry— and the general 
culture of fear and pressure for material success that surrounds us can drag 
us into a place of shame, self- criticism, and neglect for our own well- being. 
Perhaps, as my colleague Chris Germer suggested, we need a new Golden 
Rule, one that directs us to treat ourselves the way we would wish to be 
treated by others. I like to think of this as an inversion of the Golden Rule, 
which serves as a reminder of how we might begin again and again to hold 
ourselves in kindness and access our compassionate selves.
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This resonates with the aims of CFT, which teaches that compassion 
comes from within us but extends to others as we seek to address the suffer-
ing that we encounter in the wider world: As Thomas Merton wrote, “The 
whole idea of compassion is based on a keen awareness of the interdepen-
dence of all these living beings, which are all part of one another, and all 
involved in one another.”3

I send my warmest wishes to you as you continue on your journey to 
cultivate your compassionate mind. Please feel free to contact me through 
my website.

—Namaste. 
DT
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and acceptance, as well as audio exercises for the practices in this book.
mindfulcompassion.com
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great work going on in CFT.
compassionatemind.co.uk

The website of Kristin Neff, PhD, associate professor in human development 
and culture at the University of Texas at Austin, is another great resource 
for compassion- focused work.
self- compassion.org

Chris Germer, PhD, clinical psychologist, has a large variety of resources 
available at his website.
mindfulselfcompassion.org
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Derby in the United Kingdom, director of the mental health research unit 
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