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Dr Jennifer Swanston and Dr Katherine Hodson

We are clinical psychologists who specialise in working with young people and their families. We are also both parents ourselves and have personal experience of the highs and lows of parenting.

We worked in the same UK National Health Service at various times, supporting young people and families who did not engage with typical behavioural approaches. This meant that we had to adapt our style to make sure we fully met the young people’s needs, recognising that many had very difficult, sometimes traumatic experiences or had a particular way of seeing the world. This is how we originally connected, realising that we shared many similarities in our practice, such as flexibility, patience, the willingness to learn from our families and, above all, compassion. Over time, we both moved into private practice. This gave us the freedom to explore different therapeutic approaches, based upon the needs of each family and young person. Compassion-focused therapy was the glue that linked everything together for us.

We noticed a lack of books on compassionate parenting, despite parents’ growing need for support. Therefore, our goal with this book was to share this compassionate parenting approach in as reader-friendly a way as possible.

We also roped in Katherine’s teenage son, who provided us with some illustrations to help capture the essence of what we are saying and bring a little fun into the crazy world of parenting.
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THE COMPASSIONATE MIND APPROACH

The self-help books in this series are based on compassion focused therapy (CFT, developed by series editor Paul Gilbert). This brings together an understanding of how our mind can cause us difficulties but also provides us with a powerful solution in the shape of mindfulness and compassion. It teaches ways to stimulate the part of the brain connected with kindness, warmth, compassion and safeness, and to calm the part that makes us feel anxious, angry, sad or depressed.
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Foreword by Professor Paul Gilbert

It is interesting becoming a grandparent and looking back on how I parented my own children. My grandmother, who was a parent from the 1920s to 40s, would say, ‘Parenting is fairly straightforward. Children just need to feel safe and loved.’ There is indeed wisdom to that, but making this a reality can be harder than we realise. There were certainly many causes of stress in earlier times but, gosh, how things have changed in the last eighty years – not least because there are now lots of studies about the impact parenting has on our children’s psychological and physical development. In addition, we are now in a world of mobile phones, internet, social media and multiple television channels.

The problem is, we are trying to parent our children in totally abnormal environments. For millions of years, we lived in small groups of hunter-gatherers in which children were brought up by the community. A distressed child, or one looking for play, was just as likely to go to an aunt or uncle who lived only yards away as to their parent. We no longer live in open, collective spaces, where we can move in and out of our dwellings freely. Instead, we live in constructed boxes called houses and flats where it can be impossible to get away from each other, and friends and relatives are a lot more than just a few steps away. To put this another way, the stresses of child-rearing are not distributed through networks but placed much more directly on one or a couple of individuals. This type of stress can easily give rise to a sense of entrapment and simply wanting to get away, as well as to feelings of loneliness and isolation.

Drs Swanston and Hodson help us see these key themes about how and why parenting in the modern world, in spite of all the medical advances, can be difficult, tricky, stressful and distressing. Although the folksy guidance of grandmothers is useful and kindly meant, it can also set us up to have unrealistic expectations not equipped for the pressures and challenges of modern living. Not only are there stresses linked to poverty but also to managing complex roles and demands. We are called on to guide and help our children cope with the increasing competitive pressures of school, keeping up with constant new technologies and fashions, and with various invasive forms of social media that undermine rather than promote confidence. Modelling compassion means we can help our children not be over-absorbed in the storms of early life.

Although interest in compassionate ways of living are ancient, the last thirty years have seen an extraordinary development in our understanding of how compassion can affect our brains and bodies, our sense of self and relationships. Crucially, The Compassionate Parenting Workbook draws heavily on the science of compassion and offers important insights into how and why it can be very difficult even to want to be compassionate.

The authors make clear that compassion is about the way we are sensitive to life’s problems, distress, needs, disappointments and setbacks, with an approach that doesn’t undermine our experiences or lead to avoidance, but enables us to face these challenges and work out what best to do. Often compassion requires courage because we are moving towards things that are painful or difficult. It also requires wisdom because we have to work out how to address difficulties in a way that is going to be helpful rather than well-intended but ultimately unhelpful.

Crucial to parenting, and laid out clearly in this book, is recognising that none of us chose to be here with a particular gender, ethnicity and set of talents (or lack of them). We did not choose anything about our brain nor the emotions and dispositions that emerge from it. How many of us would like to be calmer when actually our brain insists on going into a spin of anxiety or frustration? How many of us would like to stay perfectly in control when our children are having a tantrum at the point we have to take them to school? In fact, if you think about it, none of the emotions that cause us distress are ones we actually choose. Compassion helps us understand that we experience what we experience because of how DNA has built our tricky brains. So that’s not our fault. The key question is, can we teach ourselves how our brain generates these emotions and motives? What’s the best way of working with a brain that can create havoc in our minds against our will?

This is where compassion comes in, because it helps us to back away from blaming and shaming and to bring to the fore genuine care and concern about our minds. Rather than being rushed along by the stresses of life, our disappointments in ourselves or self-criticisms, a compassionate mind can guide us through these.

Drs Swanston and Hodson write clearly about things that, as a parent, I wish I had known over forty years ago. They have written a lovely guide for parents on how to be compassionate, and to see that compassion is not the same as kindness or niceness (though these are good things too). By making compassion central to our parenting, they show us how to strengthen our relationship with our child (who has also been built by DNA and has a tricky brain that can be immature, needy and impulsive). Compassionate parenting is also a way of helping our children understand the nature of compassion as they move through childhood into adolescence. Making it central to their self, identity and way of living is so important for their wellbeing and relationships.

The essence of compassionate parenting is understanding why we have troubling emotions; that sometimes we just want to get away and not have to be a parent anymore; that sometimes we become more frustrated than we feel comfortable with; and that sometimes we may feel disappointment because our children are not the way we want them to be or thought they would be. Compassion helps us enable our children to unfold as themselves even when this is not always so easy, helping us to ride these realities and learn from them.

Professor Paul Gilbert PhD FBPsS OBE

January 2025
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