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INTRODUCTIONS 
Introducing ourselves and an overview of the group. Setting ground rules 
 
COMPASSION BEGINS WITH A REALITY CHECK 
 
We begin with an understanding of what we all share and of what we are all up against: 

1. Our minds and brains are created by evolution. We didn’t choose them. We are just 
one member of the human race, which is just one race. We are all in the flow of life. 

o Does anyone have pets? 
o Do they respond to affection? (this is basic brain design, just like humans); 
o What other motives do animals share? (compete for resources, territory, sex)  

2. Life commonly involves tragedies and suffering (sickness, accidents, loss etc.), over 
which we may sometimes lack control. Life is often about dealing with suffering and 
this can be a challenge for us all. 

o Story of Siddharta (Buddha): Siddharta was raised in a luxurious palace, 
shielded from the outside world. He ventured out age 29 and came across the 
realities of old age, disease, and death. This led him to decide that he could no 
longer be content with life as a prince. 

o In Western society we may commonly hear phrases like ‘pull yourself 
together’ or ‘cheer up’ which perhaps suggest that suffering is something we 
should be able to overcome and be unaffected by. This may leave us feeling 
that there is something wrong with us if we are suffering.  But there is not! It 
is completely understandable. 

3. Our sense of self is created by our social contexts and experiences 
o If I was kidnapped as a three day old baby by a violent drug gang, I wouldn’t 

be the version of me that is sitting here running this group. We are all born 
into particular environments and social situations and these variations are 
likely to influence who we become. For example, consider the difference 
between growing up in a cottage in leafy Hampstead Heath in comparison to 
a crowded tower block in Brixton. Or the difference between having friends 
who are very academic and work hard at school compared to friends who are 
more interested in having a laugh and doing as little work as possible. We 
naturally interpret and adapt to our surroundings and interactions with 
others. This is often helpful but can be useful to be aware of as it may 
influence how we continue to experience the world. 

 
So, we just find ourselves here. And so much of what goes on in our minds is not our fault. 

 If you could go back to before you were born and design your own brain and life, how 
would you design them? What would you choose? (A brain that was easy to calm? A 
loving, caring environment?) 

 
But although it’s not your fault, there are still things that can help us to move forward in 
ways that are important to us and to bring about change.  

 For example, we can accept that we are not to blame for inheriting ‘fat’ genes; liking 
hamburgers; people making hamburgers and selling and advertising them 
everywhere! We did not choose these things!  
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 But… despite these factors - both genetic and environmental - making things harder, 
there may still be pathways to change. And is there a role we can take in working 
towards this for ourselves? For example, I can choose whether or not to eat lots of 
hamburgers 

 
It’s not your fault, but what do you want? Which version of yourself do we want to be?  
 
OUR TRICKY BRAIN AND ITS LOOPS 
 
Although our brains have evolved to be helpful to us, the way that they have been created 
can sometimes result in difficulties as well. This is because we have an ‘old brain’ which has 
more primitive responses and motivations (e.g., detecting and avoiding danger, forming 
friendships and relationships) but we also have a ‘new brain’ characterised by reasoning and 
imagining what may happen. All of these processes are helpful but sometimes they may 
interact in unhelpful ways. For example we may find ourselves ruminating or worrying about 
future threat and perhaps associate things that are important to us with danger (e.g., going 
out, socialising).  

                                
We all experience ‘loops’ or interactions between our old and new brains with respect to 
our thoughts, feelings and motives.   

 Diagram on flip chart. Interactions sometimes helpful, sometimes unhelpful 

 Zebra and the lion example. Dog under tree example. 
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Problematic loops arise because the brain is not well designed. It’s an evolutionary trade-off 
(like the giraffe’s long neck). It’s not our fault. But not being able to get out of these loops 
keeps us in suffering.  
 
Exercise/Group Discussion? 
What are your loops?  
These are built in problems that we share. 

 
What can we do about it?  
 
Mindful awareness → compassion 

 
 
 
We can become aware of what our minds are doing and we can also try to understand it. 
This can then in turn help us to make choices to enable us to move forward. 
 
HOMEWORK 
 
Notice any loops that you find yourself going into over the next week 
Notice any times when you have been in a loop and then managed to bring yourself out of it 
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RECAP FROM SESSION 1 AND FEEDBACK… 
Last week we talked about our minds are shaped by a number of things including evolution 
and our past experiences. We also discussed how there can sometimes be unhelpful loops 
or interactions between our ‘old brain’ processes (i.e., our basic desires, emotions and 
responses such as to avoid danger or interact with others) and our ‘new brain’ processes 
(e.g., reasoning, imagining what could happen).  
 
Discussion:  What loops did you find yourself going into over the last week? Were there 
times you were in a loop and were able to bring yourself out off it? 
 
 
 

             SESSION 2: UNDERSTANDING OUR EMOTIONS AND DESIRES: 
 

We all share basic emotions and desires. They are universal and we do not choose how we 
feel about things. Although some emotions are more welcome than others they are all likely 
to have evolved to be helpful to us. 
 
Group Discussion/Brainstorm: why do we have emotions? What would we lack without 
them?  
 
 
THE 3 CIRCLES MODEL 
Thinking in terms of 3 main ‘systems’ can offer a helpful framework for exploring how 
our brain gives rise to different feelings, desires and urges. 
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1. The Threat system 
       Imagine not having a sense of danger. We all need to have a threat system and for 
it to pick up on threats quickly. If our threat system detects threat, it will provide us 
with bursts of feelings such as anxiety, anger or disgust. These feelings will ripple 
through our bodies alerting us and giving us a message or urge to take action against 
the threat. Hence to act in ways to protect ourselves This is often referred to as the 
“fight or flight response”. However, the threat system may also sometimes inhibit us 
rather than getting us to run or defend ourselves so that we freeze or submit, or stop 
doing things. All of these responses may provide ways of increasing our safety. 
 
 
Exercise: Building a hot cross bun for ‘anxiety’ 

What does your body feel like when you're anxious? What do you attend to? What 
do you think about? How do you behave?  
 

 
 Threat emotions are designed to turn on fast, and to turn off positive emotions 

(better safe than sorry). Example of going Christmas shopping. 

 This is how our brains work. It’s not our fault. Our threat protection emotions 
are easy to activate and can be difficult to soothe because they were designed 
for protection. Although this is useful,  sometimes our threat system can  be 
overly hasty– a bit like an oversensitive smoke alarm. This is just the way our 
bodies have been designed - we have tricky brains!  It can be useful to 
sometimes double check whether the threat system has rushed to the wrong 
conclusion or perhaps been too hasty.  
 

2. The Drive system: We also all need to feel pleasure and interest in things and to 
have a sense of what matters to us. The function of the drive system is to give us 
positive feelings that guide, motivate and encourage us to seek out things that are 
desirable and helpful to us in order to survive and prosper. We are motivated, and 
experience positive feelings, when we seek out, experience or achieve nice things 
(e.g. food, places to live, comforts, friendships, and so on). If we win a competition, 
pass an exam, or get to go out with a desired person, we can have feelings of 
excitement and pleasure.  

 
Discussion: What does your body feel like when you're excited? What do you 
attend to? What do you think about? How do you behave when you're excited? 
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3. The Affiliative / soothing system:  Finally we all need a bit of time out and 

calmness – not just pursuing things and staying away from danger! This system 
enables us to bring a certain soothing and peacefulness to the self, which helps to 
restore our balance. When we are not defending ourselves against threats and 
problems, and don’t need to achieve or do anything, we can perhaps be content. 
Contentment is a form of being happy with the way things are and feeling safe, not 
striving or wanting; an inner peacefulness that is a quite different positive feeling 
from the hyped-up, excitement or ‘striving and succeeding’ feeling of the drive 
system.  

 
Discussion: What does your body feel like when you are content or feel kindness for 
yourself, or when others seem kind to you? When you feel safe and content, what do 
you tend to and think about? How do you behave when you're safe and content?  
(We might need to use our imagination to guess how that might feel – but have a go.) 
 
Exercise – moving around the 3 circles in different corners of the room  
 
The Impact of Experience on our Emotions:  
Some people who have been exposed to lots of threatening environments, e.g. 
difficult childhoods or traumatic experiences, may have a very highly developed threat 
and self-protection system, making anxiety and anger easy to feel. But their soothing 
system, which is a natural regulator / calmer of threat, may be less well developed 
because they have had less opportunity to use it. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

HOW CAN COMPASSION HELP? 
In this group, we can practice certain exercises to try and help us develop and build up 
the soothing system. This is a bit like going to the gym to build up a certain muscle. 
 
ATTENTION (MINDFULNESS) TRAINING 
Attention is an excellent tool that can help us throughout this group. Not only we can train it 
to move us away from our unhelpful loops, but we can also train it to move us towards 
more helpful and more compassionate loops. 
 
Exercise – introduction to mindfulness practice 
 
HOMEWORK: Mindfulness of the body exercise – please listen to track 1 of your CD 
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RECAP FROM SESSION 2 
 
Last week we discussed some of the reasons we have emotions and the idea that there are 
three ‘systems’ of emotional response related to Threat, Drive and Affiliation or Soothing. 
We talked about how we all need to find a degree of balance in these systems so that things 
are not too overwhelming for us and so that we have some time feeling more content or 
calm in ourselves. 
 
 We also tried out a brief exercise involving moving our attention between each of our feet 
and discussed the role of attention in influencing how we feel. Finally, we provided everyone 
with a CD and asked everyone to listen to Track 1 of the CD if they can and let us know how 
they found it. 
 
Discussion: What were your experiences of listening to the mindfulness of body track?  
 
 

SESSION 3: WHAT IS COMPASSION AND  
HOW CAN WE BECOME MORE COMPASSIONATE TOWARDS OURSELVES? 

 
 
WHAT IS COMPASSION? 
 
 
EXERCISE: What is compassion to us? How does/might it feel to experience compassion? 
 

Compassion has been defined in many different ways. One common definition of 
compassion is that it is:  

 

 

 “A sensitivity to the suffering of self and others with 
a deep commitment to try to relieve it”  

(Dalai Lama) 
 

 

 

Compassion therefore can perhaps be understood as involving two mindsets. 

The first involves noticing and engaging with distress and suffering and trying to tolerate it 
and make sense of it.  

The second mindset involves working out what can be done.  

The basic idea of compassion is that if we can gently make room for difficult feelings, 
without feeling overwhelmed by them, we may be able to think through what is helpful to 
alleviate suffering. This may help us to address the causes of it and reduce it in the future.   
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The diagram below illustrates some of the skills or approaches which can be used with each 
of these mindsets.  

As shown in the yellow circle, when we notice and engage with suffering or distress we may 
find it helpful to try to embody some of the attributes or qualities listed (e.g., being 
sympathetic and caring) 

 

The blue circle lists some of the different ways we can try to alleviate our suffering including 
using our attention (as we discussed last week) and some other approaches which we will 
also be covering in the group.  
 
 

 
 

 
COMPASSION AS “FLOW” 
 
Compassion can ‘flow’ in three directions. Firstly, we can feel compassion coming from others to 
ourselves (other to self). We can also feel compassion towards other people (self to other) and 
towards ourselves (self to self; or self-compassion)   

 
OTHER →  SELF 
SELF  →  OTHER 
SELF  →  SELF 

 
 
 
 
 

Noticing and 
engaging with 

suffering or distress 

Taking steps to 
reduce suffering 

or distress 
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CAN WE DO THIS OURSELVES? 
 
The power of imagining…. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 ‘Our brain-body uses the same systems to process and respond to internal and 
external events (e.g. if you watch ‘Ready Steady Cook’, or just imagine your favourite 
meal in your head, your body reacts by salivating in the same way that it would if 
there was a meal in front of you) 
 

Research evidence shows that practicing compassionate imagery can lead to actual physical 
changes. For example, it has been associated with changes in structure and activity of 
people’s brains and improvements in their immune system. So compassion is good for your 
health!  
 
WHAT BLOCKS COMPASSION? 
 
EXERCISE: What makes compassion difficult for us? What are our blocks / fears? 
 

 We can all find it difficult to engage  with and alleviate suffering, particularly when 
we are experiencing a lot of distress 

 It is also common for people to feel threatened by positive feelings. For example, we 
may worry that others may take advantage of us or that good things will be followed 
by something negative We may believe that it is an  indulgence or a sign of weakness 
to be compassionate 

 Feelings of threat or memories of past threat may also make it difficult to access our 
compassionate self 

 
BECOMING OUR COMPASSIONATE SELF 
 
EXERCISE: Soothing rhythm breathing and guided imagery 
 
HOMEWORK:   Please listen to Track 2 of your CD: Soothing Rhythm Breathing  
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RECAP FROM SESSION 3 
 
In our last session, we spent time discussing some attributes or qualities associated with 
being compassionate. This included listening, conveying warmth and sensitivity. We also 
talked about how others may show compassion to us and how we in turn may show 
compassion to others and to ourselves. As we discussed, being compassionate to ourselves 
is often more difficult to do and there are lots of ‘blocks’ to being supportive and kind 
towards ourselves (e.g., self-critical thoughts or thinking that we are being too soft or that it 
might make us vulnerable in some way).  Lastly, we spent time talking about the ‘skills’ 
associated with being compassionate including using imagery which we tried out in the 
session. 
 
Discussion: Feedback on the audio recordings so far 
 
 

SESSION 4: APPLYING COMPASSION IN EVERYDAY LIFE 
 

 
Recap: what is self-compassion and how can it be helpful to us?  
As we have been discussing, we all find ourselves here with tricky, complicated brains that 
we did not choose or design, doing the best we can to navigate our way through a range of 
emotions, thoughts and other experiences. When we are compassionate towards ourselves 
we are recognising that much of what goes on in our minds can be difficult to regulate  - and 
so it is not helpful to blame ourselves for this.  
 
Instead, self-compassion involves gently attending to our experiences of suffering along 
with a motivation and commitment to try to relieve it and work towards personal growth 
and wellbeing. We are trying to create a compassionate position from which to operate in 
daily life. it’s like a ‘grounding’ position that’s always there for us to both come from, and go 
to. 
 
 
But just like with muscles, we need to train up the compassionate self so it’s strong enough 
to do the work! 
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FLASHCARDS 
It may be helpful to develop a flashcard to develop and remind yourself of the 
compassionate approach you want to take towards yourself. 
 
This could involve picking a particular situation that you find difficult and asking yourself: 

 What would be helpful for me to focus on / think / do in that moment? 

 What would my compassionate self say or do in that moment? 
 
For example, if someone is experiencing a panic attack, these things might be helpful for 
them: 

 Compassionate  attention (focusing our attention in ways that are supportive 
towards us) 

o Although it’s understandable to focus on the threat, I might instead bring my 
focus to a memory of times where I’ve come through the panic and felt calm 
afterwards. 

o Focus on the image of a kind, wise elderly person who’s been through it all 
before, e.g. focus on his voice tone, facial expression etc 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Compassionate thinking (kind, supportive, helpful thoughts) 
o “This is the anxiety that’s making my heart beat fast – this is what hearts are 

supposed to do” 
o “It’s not my fault – brains are tricky – they get us into loops” 
o “This feeling will pass/My anxiety will only last 10-15 minutes”  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 Compassionate behaviour (taking steps to alleviate suffering and promote positive 
changes and growth) 

o Practise my soothing rhythm breathing 
o Listen to music 
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MY FLASHCARD Situation that I find difficult in daily life: 
 
 

Compassionate attention - 
 
- 
 
- 
 

Compassionate thinking - 
 
- 
 
- 
 

Compassionate behaviour - 
 
- 
 
- 
 

 
 
 
 
COMPASSIONATE SELF USING A FLASHCARD 
 
It may help to begin by orientating yourself to being your compassionate self. This could 
include adjusting things like: 

 Your breathing 

 The speed at which you talk 

 Your voice tone 
 
Try to connect with a motivation to care for yourself and relieve your distress 
 
Then go through the flashcard bullet points in your compassionate voice 
 
Try to generate feelings of being supported (e.g., feelings of warmth and safeness) 
 
 
 
 
HOMEWORK: Practise using your flashcard over the next week 
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RECAP FROM SESSION 4 
 
Last week we discussed ways of using compassion in everyday life and this involved 
developing flashcards for specific situations and then coming up with helpful ways of using 
our attention, thoughts and behaviour to support ourselves at these times. 
 
Discussion: feedback from last time and on using the flashcards 
 
 
 

SESSION 5: STEPPING AWAY FROM SELF-CRITICISM 
AND TURNING TOWARDS SELF-COMPASSION 

 
As we have been discussing we can distinguish between our ‘threat system’, ‘drive system’ 
and a ‘soothing system’ each with different emotions, urges and thoughts attached to them. 
We have also talked about how these systems or mindsets can be stimulated by both 
external experiences (e.g., encountering something dangerous, being hugged) and our 
internal thoughts (e.g., imagining something bad happening, imagining being hugged or 
someone being compassionate towards us). 
 
One common source of threat is being or feeling criticised in some way. Our experiences of 
criticism may be related to other people’s reactions towards us but it may also come from 
our internal dialogue with ourselves. In the same way that we can learn to become 
compassionate or kind towards ourselves, our experiences can also lead us to learn to be 
self-critical to ourselves. Although having critical thoughts towards ourselves is likely to be 
universal, we may find that these thoughts leave us feeling under a lot of threat (e.g., worry, 
self doubt or frustration with ourselves).   
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MULTIPLES SELVES AND SELF-CRITICISM VS SELF-COMPASSION 
 
Sometimes it can be helpful to think of ourselves as having multiple parts or multiple selves. 
In today’s group, although we will be concentrating specifically on two parts/selves; our self-
critical and self-compassionate parts, there are other parts/selves that it is worth being 
mindful of (e.g., the anxious part, the angry part, the sad part etc.). Each part/self has its 
own thoughts, feelings, urges, and memories. We will probably find that these are very 
different. This is because our whole mind and body becomes orientated / organised in line 
with certain feelings and motivations.  
 
Imagine the self-critical part of yourself. What does it look like, sound like? What feelings is 
it directing at you? Does it want to see you do well? Does it take joy in your happiness? Is it 
helpful to you? What would be your greatest fear in stopping it or giving it up? 
 
Is this the kind of person you want to help you improve? 
Is this the one you want to teach you? 
Is the one you want to keep with you when you’re in a difficult situation? 
 
Compare this part of you with a self-compassionate part of you:  
 

SHAME SELF-ATTACKING 
 

COMPASSIONATE SELF-CORRECTION 
 

DESIRE TO PUNISH AND CONDEMN 
 
BACKWARD LOOKING 
 
LINKED TO DISAPPOINTMENT AND 
FOCUSING ON DEFICITS 
 
EMOTIONS ARE ANGER FRUSTRATION 
ANXIETY CONTEMPT 
 
CONSIDER CRITICAL TEACHER WITH A CHILD 
WHO IS STRUGGLING 
 

DESIRE TO IMPROVE - AT ONE’S BEST 
 
FORWARD LOOKING 
 
LINKED TO BUILDING ON THE POSITIVES 
AND ABILITIES 
 
VALIDATION OF SET BACK AND 
ENCOURAGEMENT 
 
CONSIDER COMPASSIONATE TEACHER 
WITH A CHILD WHO IS STRUGGLING 
 

 
Which teacher would you choose / prefer? 
Imagine you were struggling as a child with maths – which approach to teaching would you 
choose for you / your child? What impact would each approach have? 
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So why not create the compassionate self-corrector? 
Be the best compassionate self-corrector that you can be. This could perhaps involve a 
mindset along the lines of “We are not perfect, we all struggle; I am here to help” 
 
EXERCISES 
 
Exercise 1:  Vignette 

Write 2 lists on flipchart: (i) self-critic and (ii) compassionate self 
 
 
Exercise 2:  Facilitator sitting in middle 
  ‘Team Compassionate Self’ v ‘Team Self Critic’ 
  Each team made up of group members, giving narrative / guidance 
 
Exercise 3: Giving and receiving compassion in pairs 

1st person talks about a recent situation when they felt critical towards 
themselves (e.g., forgetting to do something, making a small mistake), then 
2nd person responds with compassionate alternative and, if possible and 
helpful, some compassion for the self-critic 
Swap around 

 
 
SUMMARY OF KEY IDEAS 
 

 Whatever ‘self’ we are in fills our attention and sets up different responses 

 Our self-critic is usually quite inflexible and rigid, with one agenda, whereas our  
compassionate self is much more flexible and looks at the whole picture 

 Moving into a compassionate self mode takes effort and practise, but if it is the kind 
of person we would actually hope for / choose to guide us through life, then surely 
it’s worth it?!   

 
HOMEWORK 
 

 Keep a diary of any times when your compassionate self has been able to offer 
something helpful (e.g., in response to self-criticism or at a time when you have been 
feeling threatened or distressed in some way)   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   

 



COMPASSION GROUP, PICuP  SESSION 
C. Heriot-Maitland, C. Lawlor, & N. Keen 

Page 16 of 19 

 

RECAP FROM SESSION 5 
 
In our previous session, we discussed the idea of us having ‘multiple selves’ including the 
compassionate self, which we have been using the group to strengthen, and a self-critical 
self which may contribute to some of the suffering or stress we experience. We spent time 
as a group discussing the sort of thing a compassionate or self-critical self might say and 
then took part in an exercise in which team self-compassion and team self-criticism 
responded to a person in relation to a situation. We also asked everyone to try to notice 
their compassionate self over the week ahead and record how often they had been able to 
use self-compassion. 
 
 

SESSION 6: EXTENDING THE COMPASSIONATE SELF THROUGH LETTER WRITING… 
 
Writing down our thoughts and worries can sometimes be very helpful to us.  It provides a 
way of standing back from our thoughts and reflecting on them. This may then leave us with 
new insights about things. It can also offer a way of relating to ourselves in a different way. 
 
There is also some research evidence to suggest that writing about our experiences can be 
good for both our psychological and physical wellbeing.   
 
For example, Pennebaker and his colleagues have found that writing about difficult 
experiences was associated with a number of benefits including processing events that had 
happened, feeling happier and less negative about things and improved immune function. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We therefore thought it could be helpful to use this final session to discuss how we might be 
able to bring the compassionate self into a written form which can offer support and 
reflection in the moment and also something which we can refer back to in the future...  
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WRITING A COMPASSIONATE LETTER 
In this exercise we are going to write about difficulties, but from the perspective of the 
compassionate part of ourselves.  
 
Orienting yourself to your compassionate self 
 
To begin with, spend some moments engaged with your soothing breathing rhythm.  
 
Then move into your compassionate self. Imagine or remember yourself at your calmest, at 
your wisest and at your most caring. Imagine yourself as you would ideally like to be in 
terms of the sensitivity and compassion you possess. Now try to feel your compassionate 
self. As you focus on it, feel yourself expanding slightly and feel stronger. Imagine you are a 
compassionate person who is wise, kind, warm and understanding. Consider your general 
manner, tone of voice, and the feelings that come with your caring compassionate self. 
Adopt a kindly facial expression. Try to feel the kindness in your face before moving on. 
Think about the qualities you would like your compassionate self to have. Spend time 
feeling and gently exploring what those qualities are like when you focus on them. 
Remember, it does not matter if you actually feel you are like this, but focus on the ideal 
you would like to be. Right now, it is your intentions that are important – feelings may 
follow with practice. Spend at least one minute, longer if possible, thinking about this sense 
of those parts of yourself. Don’t worry if this is difficult, just do the best you can – have a go. 
 
When we are in a compassionate frame of mind (even just slightly), or in a pattern of trying 
to help a friend or someone we care for, we try to use our personal experiences of life 
wisely. We know that life can be hard; we offer our strength and support; we try to be warm 
and not judgemental or condemning. Now, just take a few breaths and try to sense and feel 
that wise, understanding compassionate part of you arise in you. This is the part of you that 
will write the letter. So we try to write this kind of letter from a compassionate point of 
view. If thoughts of ‘am I doing it right?’ or ‘I can’t get much feeling here’ arise, just note or 
observe these thoughts as normal comments our minds like to make, but re-focus your 
attention and simply observe what happens as you write, as best you can. There is no right 
or wrong, only the effort of trying – it is the practice that helps. As you write, try to create as 
much emotional warmth and understanding as you can. 
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Compassionate Letter guidance (from Compassion-Focused Therapy, Gilbert, 2009) 

 It expresses concern and genuine caring. 

 It is sensitive to your distress and needs. 

 It is sympathetic and responds emotionally to your distress. 

 It helps you to face your feelings and become more tolerant of them. 

 It helps you become more understanding and reflective of your feelings, difficulties 
and dilemmas. 

 It is non-judgemental/non-condemning. 

 A genuine sense of warmth, understanding and caring permeates the whole letter. 

 It helps you think about the behaviour you may need to adopt in order to move 
forward 

 
The aim of these letters is not just to focus on difficult feelings but to try to reflect on your 
feelings and thoughts, be open with them, and develop a compassionate and balanced way 
of working with them. The letters should not offer advice or tell you what you should or 
shouldn’t do. It is not the advice you need, but the support to act on it. 
 

Dear Sally, 
Gosh, the last few days have been tough. Isn’t it typical of life that problems 
arrive in groups rather than individually. It’s understandable why you’re feeling a 
bit down because . . . Hang in there because you are good at seeing these as the 
ups and downs of life. There have been times before when things have felt 
difficult but things have improved. You have shown a lot of courage in dealing 
with your very tricky brain that is so challenging at times. You have developed 
abilities for getting through this and tolerating the painful things. If we stand 
back for a minute, lets see what happens if we take a wider view, as if we were 
taking to a friend – we would probably say to the friend ….’ 

 
The example points to Sally’s strengths and my abilities. It doesn’t issue instructions such as: 
‘You must see these things as the ups and downs of life’. This is important in compassionate 
writing. You don’t want your compassionate letters to seem as if they are written by some 
smart bod who is giving you lots of advice. There has to be a real appreciation for your 
suffering, a real appreciation for your struggle and a real appreciation for your efforts at 
getting through. The compassion is a kind of arm round your shoulders, as well as re-
focusing your attention on what is helpful for you. 
 

‘…. I guess the thing now is to work out what helps you. You’ve shown a lot of 
courage in the past in pushing yourself to do things that you find difficult. Lie in 
bed if you think that helps, of course, but watch out for critical Sally who could be 
critical about this. Also you often feel better if you get up, tough as it is. What 
about a cup of tea? You often like that first cup of tea. Okay, so let’s get up, move 
around a bit and get going and then see how we feel. It’s tough, but let’s try . . .’ 

 
The point here is that the letters are about understanding, being helpful, having a really 
caring focus, but at the same time working on what we need to do to help ourselves.  
 
Exercise: start writing your compassionate letter (you can continue / finish in your own time) 
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SUMMARY OF THE GROUP (6 SESSIONS)  
 

1. Reality check (flow of life, suffering, social). Tricky brain. Old / new brain.  Loops 
2. 3 circles (threat, drive, affliliative/soothing). Attention training (mindfulness) 
3. Compassion definitions; attributes & skills; flows; blocks. Compassionate self imagery 
4. Flashcards in pairs (attention, thinking, behaviour). Voice tone, face, feeling 
5. Multiple selves. Self-critic & compassionate self. ‘Team Compassion’ v ‘Team Critic’ 
6. Compassionate letter writing. Summary. 

 
MY SUMMARY FLASHCARD 
 
Exercise in pairs 
 

MY FLASHCARD The main things I want to take away from this group: 
 
 

Most helpful things I 
learnt in the group 

- 
 
- 
 
- 
 
 
 

Things that will help me 
in difficult situations 

- 
 
- 
 
- 
 
 
 

Things that I’ll remember 
to practice regularly 

- 
 
- 
 
- 
 
 

 
HOMEWORK 
 
Continue writing your compassionate letter that you started in the group. When you’ve 
finished, read it through with compassion (voice tone, facial expression, body sensation, 
noticing feeling behind the words) 
 

 


