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SELF-COMPASSION:
 STARTING THE JOURNEY

Kate has always felt she could be a better person. She could be successful, confident, generous and popular.

Her friends would say she already has a reasonable degree of success, confidence, generosity and popularity, but Kate doesn’t really see it that way.

That nagging feeling that if people could see what she was really like they would know she was not good enough stays with her through her days and nights. It’s like a permanent shadow: she doesn’t always notice it, but it’s always there.

Kate searches books and articles for ideas on how to make her into a person she can like and approve of. She has spent many free hours on the Internet in this search.

Over the years, many books and articles have promised to help her to become that person. Each time, she has set about their suggested self-improvement projects with hope.

Sadly, she has never found the right one. Still, she goes on searching.

Is this the book she’s been looking for?

No, it isn’t.

WHAT THIS BOOK IS AND WHAT IT ISN’T

This is a book which aims to help you – and Kate – to practise self-compassion. This means that it isn’t about self-improvement. You mightn’t be a better person by the time you finish this book because, as we journey through it together, we’re going to side-step the whole self-improvement thing.

That isn’t to say that self-improvement is a bad thing. By and large it’s a good thing; it only turns bad when it never ends, when you never learn to like the person you already are, when you become like a person who gets addicted to cosmetic surgery but who never likes who they see in the mirror.

This book will help you to like the person who has come this far on the journey with you, the one who is reading this book right now. It will help you to like the person in the mirror, flaws and all.

Kate could tell you she lives with someone unsatisfactory whom she would like to get away from. She can’t get away from that person, though, because that person is Kate. 

Pushing yourself out of the door is, I would imagine, impossible. Getting to like the person you already are is a far more workable alternative. Why don’t more of us choose that alternative more of the time? Surely it’s easier than endlessly postponing the day we can really like, and fully approve of, ourselves? I will say more on this later when I mention Sigmund Freud and other great psychologists of the past century (page 5).

SELF-COMPASSION IS AN INSIDE JOB

This book also isn’t about self-esteem. We will side-step that too. Self-esteem so often relies on external factors, such as other people’s approval or events that make you feel like a winner, but which may have been outside of your control. For instance, if you’re in Sales you get a kick, I hope, out of making a sale. It feels really good to know you were able to increase the chances, using your skills and experience, of a customer buying your product. However, the ultimate control lies with the customer and not with you. Still, if this – a successful sale – happens many times in a row, your self-esteem will get a boost: you’ll feel like a winner. But if you fail to sell many times in a row, and if you have based your self-esteem on your prowess as a salesperson, then your self-esteem will fall: you’ll feel like a loser.

Self-compassion doesn’t depend on external forces. You don’t need an applauding audience to experience it. You can give compassion to yourself even if you have ‘low self-esteem’ or even if you fail to make those sales. 

That’s the truly good news for Kate. She can drop the search for that ‘perfect’ person by giving the gift of compassion to her imperfect self.

A FRIEND TO WHO YOU ARE

So your starting point – and also your finishing point – is to be a friend to the person you already are, with all your virtues, faults and foibles.

In my work as a counsellor over the years I have learned how very damaging it can be for people to dislike themselves. As I have said, it’s like a permanent shadow and, as you read through this book, I think you will come to see how thoroughly it influences your one and only life.

In a sense, wanting to change yourself is a hallmark of our global culture, so if you think you need improvement, you are not alone. All over the world, lots of people take to the gym or to pounding the streets in January. If they are just doing this because they want to be fit and healthy, that’s one thing. But if they’re doing it to win their own approval, in the hope that they might finally be able to start liking themselves at the end, they’re getting it the wrong way round; the message of this book is: like yourself first.

If they can manage that, they will have gained what might be described as ‘psychological liberation’. Then they can go running if they want to.

When you have to work hard to get your own approval, you are shackled by that need. Think of how much you do or put up with so that you will become a person you can like. But suppose you could like the person you already are. Wouldn’t that be liberation and wouldn’t it free up your life choices? This doesn’t mean you’ll never work hard again, but you’ll have a different reason, perhaps the satisfaction of a job well done for instance.

EVERYONE’S A CRITIC

Why do we criticise ourselves so much? Why is a book like this even necessary? Self-criticism seems to be built into us to an unhelpful degree. Many of our most important psychological writers have noted this:

• According to Sigmund Freud, the often controversial but still towering figure in psychoanalysis, each of us has a part of the mind that is relentlessly critical. He called it the ‘superego’. It can make you feel bad about anything: your choice of career, your choice of partner, your failure to choose a partner, that big slice of Black Forest gateau you’ve just eaten, those silly socks you’re wearing, that wicked thought you’ve just had – it has a wide and varied menu of issues to complain about. 

• Albert Ellis, who developed ‘Rational Emotive Behaviour Therapy’, listed the many irrational beliefs that make life more difficult for us. Of these, one of the most common is the idea that ‘I must impress all the people who are important to me and, if I don’t, it will be terrible’. This idea is irrational because we can’t impress everybody all the time. And many of those who are important to us would rather feel connected to us than impressed by us. Ellis restated that irrational demand along those lines: ‘It would be great to impress all the people who are important to me, but that’s impossible and it’s by no means terrible that I can’t.’

• Carl Rogers, who could be described as the father of counselling, said we set conditions which we must meet before we regard ourselves as worthwhile. He called these ‘conditions of worth’. Very often, these conditions are set so high we can’t meet them, so we can very easily go through life seeing ourselves as not good enough. In this book, I describe those conditions as ‘sacred cows’ and self-compassion can help you to critically assess your sacred cows and only keep the helpful ones (see Chapter 7 for more on this).

Here is a key takeaway point from these theorists: 

Even if you become the ‘perfect’ person you think you ought to be, you will still criticise yourself. You cannot impress the critic in your head so much that he or she shuts up. That’s why you need self-compassion. 

HOW SELF-COMPASSION CAN FREE US

With self-compassion: 

• You practise accepting the person you already are without making yourself jump through rings of fire to become ‘acceptable’ to your internal critic. 

• Your aim is to take a friendly attitude towards yourself and to know that you have your own friendship, no matter what. 

• If you need to make changes in your behaviour, you will do so from a standpoint of friendship towards yourself and not of hostility.

This is our starting point: adopting an attitude of friendship towards yourself with all of the faults that you have right now, and knowing that, even if you fall flat on your face, you will still be that friend. 

Will this turn you into a selfish monster? No, it won’t. Research shows that self-compassionate people are more likely to behave well towards others. What’s more, liking yourself won’t rob you of all ambition; people who are self-compassionate are actually more willing to take a chance. Why? Because they know they won’t attack themselves mercilessly if they fail. 

HOW MINDFULNESS HELPS

• Mindfulness practice improves our capacity for compassion. This has been established in studies by neuroscientists. What this book will help you to do is to turn some of that compassion towards yourself. Moreover, you will learn many simple mindfulness practices throughout the book – adopt the few that appeal to you most and make them a regular part of your life.

• Mindfulness also enables us to spot when we are not being self-compassionate. Awareness – a core aspect of mindfulness – enables us to spot harmful patterns of thinking and to do something about them. Our awareness improves as we practise mindfulness using the easy methods you will learn about throughout this book.

Mindfulness and self-compassion work in harmony – coming together as ‘kindfulness’ – and I hope you will experience this pleasant development in yourself as you continue to read this book.

Throughout the book you will find practices and affirmations. Both will help you to get the most out, of the ‘lessons’ I outline in each chapter. If you try them out, you will learn what your favourite practices and affirmations are, and you can make them part of your cultivation of self-compassion.

Many of the practices are aimed specifically at helping you to develop mindfulness. Others are aimed specifically at helping you to cultivate self-compassion. Add mindfulness to self-compassion and you have that powerful combination called kindfulness.

Affirmations are simply thoughts that you introduce to your mind because they are helpful and because they can change the tone of your thinking from negative to positive. They are not mystical or magical, but they are well worth using because thoughts are so important to how we experience the world and to how we face challenges.

SO WHAT IS ‘KINDFULNESS’?

The three components of kindfulness – mindful self-compassion – are woven into what you have read so far. I have adapted them from the description of self-compassion by Dr Kristin Neff, who is an internationally recognised researcher on the subject. They are:

1. To extend friendship to the person you already are. 

2. To be mindful so that you can spot the destructive patterns of thinking that lead you to treat yourself like an enemy and so that you can open a space for self-compassion.

3. To remember our common humanity, specifically that we share our faults and virtues with millions of others. 

You’ll read much more on all of these in the book but first let’s try some self-compassion and mindfulness practices.

Self-compassion and Mindfulness Practices

Try out these practices over the next few days:

MINDFUL BREATH

At least three times a day pause for a minute or so and notice the sensation of your breath at the entrance to your nostrils. 

You don’t have to push your breath or do anything special with it. Simply notice it. 

When your mind wanders, as it will, during this simple task, silently say the word ‘thinking’ and return your attention to your breath. Do so with compassion and without self-criticism. Minds wander. That is what they do. Simply bring your attention back when you discover that it has gone away.

The purpose of this exercise is to help you to develop your general capacity for mindfulness.

YOU ARE NOT ALONE

Next time you spot yourself having self-critical thoughts, pause for a moment to become aware of the many hundreds and thousands, or perhaps millions, of people who are having a thought similar to yours:

‘Why didn’t I do something different with my life?’ ‘I shouldn’t have eaten that Italian ice cream last night.’ 

‘I wish I hadn’t said that thing I said that was foolish and hurtful.’

You are not the only person having these thoughts or a thought that is very similar. Realising that you are not unique in these experiences is a necessary step towards self-compassion.


AFFIRMATION

‘Today I befriend the person I already am.’

If you put conditions on your own friendship towards yourself, then what happens if you cannot meet those conditions? 

Should a parent deny a child friendship because he or she is not perfect? Of course not. We know that the denial of friendship under such circumstances introduces an element of unnecessary and unhelpful pain into a child’s emotional life. So why do this to yourself?

Why not use this affirmation first thing in the morning? It’s a far better way to start the day than grumbling about yourself or about whatever you’ve got to do before you get back to your bed tonight!



REMEMBER THIS …

The person towards whom you need to be self-compassionate is the person you are right now. If you wait until you achieve perfection, you may be waiting for a long time! In any case, the perfect person doesn’t need your compassion – it’s the imperfect person you are right now who needs it.

Self-compassion isn’t about becoming a better person and liking that person – it’s about liking who you are.

NOTES

• Albert Ellis developed Rational Emotive Behaviour Therapy. An often controversial figure, he is seen by many as having brought about the development of cognitive behavioural therapy. He believed we live by irrational rules, such as ‘I must be a high achiever or else I am worthless’ and his therapy includes identifying and disputing these rules. More: www.albertellis.org 

• Sigmund Freud, the great and controversial psychoanalyst, saw the human psyche as comprising the moralistic and often harsh ‘superego’, the ‘id’, which seeks immediate gratification and isn’t concerned with morality, and the ‘ego’, which tries to balance out the conflict between the superego and the id. We usually identify with the ego. More: www.simplypsychology.org/psyche.html

• Dr Kristin Neff teaches, researches and writes on self-compassion. She is an associate professor at the department of Educational Psychology, University of Texas at Austin. She is the author of Self-Compassion: Stop Beating Yourself Up and Leave Insecurity Behind and is a leading figure in bringing the practice of self-compassion to a wider audience. More: www.self-compassion.org
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