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Consent and Responsibility



A deep awareness of the suffering of oneself and of other living 
things, coupled with the wish, commitment and effort to relieve 

and prevent it. 
Professor Paul Gilbert PhD



Aims



TWO PSYCHOLOGIES OF COMPASSION: 
 COURAGE & DEDICATION



INTERACTING 
PROCESSES OF 
COMPASSION

• COMPASSION 
INVOLVES A SERIES 
OF INTERACTING 
PROCESSES



• THESE 
PROCESSES 
CAN BE 
TRAINED

INTERACTING 
PROCESSES OF 
COMPASSION



• THIS TRAINING 
CAN INVOLVE 
DELIBERATE 
PRACTICE 

INTERACTING 
PROCESSES OF 
COMPASSION



• SHAPING 
FACILITATES 
SUCH 
PRACTICE

INTERACTING 
PROCESSES OF 
COMPASSION



The state of the art of psychological science 
tells us that from the moment you are born 
until the moment you die, your experience of 
compassion, warmth and loving kindness, will 
empower you and make you healthier at every 
level, from improved immune system 
functioning, to increased psychological 
flexibility  
(Gilbert, 2013; Kirby, 2019; Fredrickson et. al., 2008; Matos et. al., 2018)



When you train the mind in compassion you 
are less likely to be gripped by anxiety and 
fear  
(Bergen Cico & Cheon, 2013; Jazaieri et al, 2012; 2018) 

You are also likely to be more personally 
effective, more socially engaged, and have 
better physical and mental health  
(Neff, 2011; Sepalla, 2016)



Richard Davidson, Antoine Lutz and colleagues 
(2012) found that advanced meditation 
practitioners appear to develop: 

 a reduced anticipation of pain 
 greater distress tolerance 
 and recover more quickly from distress. 



The capacity for empathy and emotional 
sensitivity to suffering seems to grow 
significantly, while they become ever more 
willing to engage with suffering.



"The more you are motivated by love, the 
more fearless and free your action will be."

H. H. The 14th Dalai Lama



Some studies have demonstrated significant 
reductions of anxiety and shame through 
compassion training over a period of just two 
weeks, using only 20-minute long daily 
meditations  
(Matos et. al., 2018)



Two Psychologies of Compassion

• “As a sensitivity to the suffering of 
self and others with a deep 

commitment to try to alleviate & 
prevent it”

• Psychology of Engagement: 
Sensitivity to approach, understand 
& (how to) engage with suffering

• Psychology of Commitment: 
Dedication and commitment to 

work to alleviate & prevent 
suffering



Biosocial Goals, Stimulus Detection & Response 
Repertoires



Motives are evolved guidance systems that 
organise the mind  

Not just passive and reacting but also seeking

Caring Competing Sexual Cooperating

Attention 

Thinking 

Body/brain 

Feeling 

Behaviour



Social Mentalities 
(Gilbert, 1989; 2005)

• Motive = bio-social goals 
that arise from inclusive 
fitness and multi-level 
selection theory 

• Motives are related to 
expansive repertoires of 
behavior that serve 
evolutionary functions



Social Mentalities 
(Gilbert, 1989; 2005)

Evolved motives for social relating and role 
formation



Response repertoires involving pre-verbal, para-
verbal and verbal behavior.

Social Mentalities 
(Gilbert, 1989; 2005)



Involve heritable pre-birth tendencies & 
elaborated individual learning histories

Social Mentalities 
(Gilbert, 1989; 2005)



Involve communicative signaling of states & 
intentions 

Social Mentalities 
(Gilbert, 1989; 2005)



Social Mentalities 

(Gilbert, 1989; 2005)

Involve “interactional dances”



Co-regulating of minds & bodies within social 
roles

Social Mentalities 
(Gilbert, 1989; 2005)



Creating social roles requires attention directing and 
processes that provide feedback for goal corrections and 

movement towards valued aims

Social Mentalities 
(Gilbert, 1989; 2005)



Social Mentalities choreograph and pattern 
emotions, behaviors and cognitions according 
to how goal-seeking and role forming has been 

reinforced

Social Mentalities 
(Gilbert, 1989; 2005)



Emerge in a constant process of blending and 
internal co-regulating and give rise to ‘States of 

Mind’

Social Mentalities 
(Gilbert, 1989; 2005)



• Care Seeking  
• Care Giving  
• Cooperative  
• Competitive  
• Sexual

Social Mentalities 
(Gilbert, 1989; 2005)



Compassion is a multifaceted process that has 
evolved from the caregiver mentality”found in 

human parental care and childrearing. 

Paul Gilbert



 

Competitive 
Need to succeed 

 Social comparison 

Self-evaluation 

Shame

Compassion focused therapy is linked to 
motivation and Social Mentality switching

Caring 

Desire to be helpful 

Distress tolerant 

Empathy 

Guilt



 Compassion focused therapy is linked to 
motivation switching

Caring 

Desire to be helpful 

Distress tolerant 

Empathy 

Guilt

Harm Avoidance 
Threat sensitive 

Primes defensive action 

Threat emotions

Competitive 
Need to succeed 

 Social comparison 

Self-evaluation 

Shame



Definition:	Motive	and	Algorithm(s): 
Sensitivity	to	suffering	in	self	and	others	with	a	commitment	to	try	to	

alleviate	and	prevent	it	 
Courage	and	Wisdom

From	othersTo	others

Competencies 
1. Engagement:			Attention,	sympathy,	distress	tolerance,	empathy,	openness			 
2. Actions:							Attention,	imagery,	thinking,	behaviour,	body,	feeling				

Compassionate	Self 
An	identity	derived	from	awareness	of	

compassion	with	a	commitment	to	try	to	live	to	
be	helpful	not	harmful

Compassionate	Mind 
Has	the	psychological	(e.g.	empathy)	and	
physiological	competencies	(e.g.	vagus,	
oxytocin,	cortical)	to	engage	compassion	

	 Facilitators:		 Courage,	wisdom,	sacrifice	
	 Inhibitors:				 Fear,	blocks,	resistance/cost		

Three	functions	of	emotion	 
1. To	detect	threat	and	activate	defensive-protective	behaviours	 
2. To	detect	opportunities	and	activate	resource	securing	behaviours	 
3. To	detect	opportunities	for	safe	rest	and	digest	and	recuperative	behaviours

Context

Flows	of	Compassion

For	Self



• The psychotherapy processes and techniques deployed in CFT 
involve: 

• activating our evolved caring motive 

• working with soothing and stabilizing affective systems 

• down-regulating excessive threat responding 

• generating more flexible responses 

Process Elements of 
CFT for Anxiety



Process Elements of 
CFT for Anxiety
CFT methods naturally afford us an 
opportunity to better deal with worry, 
anxiety, and fear.  



Process Elements of 
CFT for Anxiety
By increasing our capacity for mindfulness, 
acceptance, and compassionate 
responding, we develop greater courage, 
and willingness to face challenges.  





• We also may be better able to 
address our shame, self-criticism, 
and avoidance related to our 
problems with anxiety. 

Process Elements of 
CFT for Anxiety





TRAINING THE COMPASSIONATE MIND

• Embodiment of Compassion/Modeling of 
Compassion 

• Therapeutic relationship 

• Therapist as social reinforcer 

• Functional Analysis in 3 Dimensions 

• Specific techniques in therapy 

• Self-therapy practice  

•  Self practice/self reflection 

• Compassionate mind training (CMT)



TRAINING THE COMPASSIONATE MIND

• Core Therapeutic Techniques: 

• Embodiment/Relational 

• Flow of compassion in and out 

• Body posture/state/expression 

• Micro-skills 

• Empathic Bridging 

• Affect Matching 

• Socratic Questions 

• Guided Discovery 

• Social Reinforcement 

• Work with 12 competencies of compassion



TRAINING THE COMPASSIONATE MIND
• Core Therapeutic Techniques: 

• Compassionate Mind Training 

• Soothing Rhythm Breathing 

• Ocean of Being 

• Compassionate Color 

• Safe Space 

• Compassion Flowing in 

• Compassion Flowing out 

• Compassionate Other 

• Compassionate Self 

• Compassionate Self and Multiple Selves 

• Spheres of Awareness 

• Flow of Life





Compassion functions to stabilize, ground and 
prepare humans for engagement with threats





Reviews of global research estimate that about 10% of people worldwide will have an anxiety 
disorder diagnosis at some point in their lives (Remes et al., 2016), and in the USA that number is 
closer to one-third (Bandelow & Michaelis, 2015). 



An average person in our society is probably subjected to more stress-inducing images of 
violence, threat, and competition through their electronic devices and media in one week than 
generations of our ancestors would have ever witnessed in their lifetimes. 



Our brains evolved to immediately and fully focus on possible threats, because that was 
necessary for survival. All of this has nothing to do with us as individuals. It’s just what brains do, 
and this is what we have to deal with when we attempt to overcome the dominance of our 
threat system over our lives. 



As a result of this evolutionary inheritance, we have been born with an 
always-on, 24/7, ‘better safe than sorry’ threat-detection system. 



This powerful system involves our sense organs, autonomic nervous system, brain regions such 
as the amygdala, anterior cingulate cortex, general limbic system, and an intricate web of neural 
activation that spreads throughout our entire body. 



 
Importantly, when the threat-detection system is activated, it overrides all our other experiences 
to narrow our attention and our available actions to deal with a possible threat. 



Natural selection has decisively determined that, when a living thing is faced 
with a life-threatening danger like a charging predator, nothing is more 
important than responding to the threat and staying alive



As evolutionary psychologists say, ‘You can skip lunch many 
times, but you can only be lunch once.’



Detecting and Responding to Threat

Safeness and Sufficiency DetectionDetecting, Seeking and Acquiring  
Resources

“Drive” “Soothing”

“Threat”



• Attention and Repertoire 
Narrowing vs. Repertoire 
Expansion

Autonomic/Behavioral 
Response 



Autonomic/Behavioral 
Responses in Compassion

Social Attunement -Keltner 
Affiliation and Attachment - Keltner, Gilbert 
Care Giving/Care Receiving - Gilbert



• Attentional and Behavioral 
Repertoire Broadening - 
Frederickson, Gilbert 

• Psychological Flexibility - 
Seigel, Gilbert, Tirch & 
Silberstein

Autonomic/Behavioral 
Responses in Compassion



• Oxytocin 
• Involved in empathy 
• In-Group/Out-Group 

Differences (DeDreu)

Neurophysiology and 
Compassion



Neurophysiology and 
Compassion
Prefrontal Modulation of Threat Response/Empathy for Pain 
Network 
Anterior Insula/Medial-Anterior Cingulate Cortex 
Self-Compassion Modulates Network (Kim and Colleagues, 2020)



• Vagus Nerve - Porges, Keltner, 
Gilbert 
• Vagal Tone 
• HRV 
• Multiple Biological Systems 
• Rest & Digest, Tend & Befreind

Neurophysiology and 
Compassion



• Polyvagal Theory - Porges 
• Myelenated Vagus Evolves with 

Mammals and Attachment/Proximity 
Seeking 

• Inhibits Fight/Flight 
• Calming States 
• Emotional Expressiveness 
• Facial Orientation and Communication

Neurophysiology and 
Compassion





• The architecture of CF-ERP sessions  

1. Engaging centering rhythmic breathing 

2. Practicing compassionate-self imagery 

3. Engaging with the feared stimulus for a 
prescribed period of time 

4. Completing the practice with a return to 
compassionate self-imagery, validating and 
reinforcing the client’s effort and work in CF-ERP

Compassion Focused Exposure 
and Response Prevention (CF-
ERP)



Attachment &  
Flexibility

The evolution of mammalian caregiving involving hormones, such 
as oxytocin, vasopressin, and the myelinated vagal nerve as part of 
the ventral parasympathetic system, enables humans to connect, 
co-regulate each other’s emotions and create pro-sociality.  
(Kirby, Doty, Petrocchi & Gilbert, 2017)



“Being deeply 
loved gives you 

strength. Loving 
someone deeply 

gives you courage”  

~ Lao Tzu



Attachment defined 
as "lasting 
psychological 
connectedness 
between human 
beings.”

Bowlby & Ainsworth



Attachment and Response Flexibility - Seigel

The prefrontal mediation of response flexibility involved in 
secure attachment dynamics involves a coordinated process . . .



Attachment and Response Flexibility - Seigel

Incorporating sensory, perceptual, and appraisal mechanisms 
and enabling new and personally meaningful responses to be 
enacted



Attachment and Response Flexibility - Seigel
May allow us to approach life decisions, relationships, and 
narrative responses with self-reflection and with a sense of 
perspective on past, present, and future contingencies. 



Psychological Flexibility

“In this very moment, will you accept 

the sad and the sweet, hold lightly 
stories about what’s possible, and be 
the author of a life that has meaning 

and purpose for you, turning in 
kindness back to that life when you find 
yourself moving away from it?”

(Wilson, 2010)



Compassionate Flexibility

• Willingness to experience difficulty or suffering & acceptance of reality as it is  
• A sensitivity to the present moment & mindfully observing our self-evaluative, 

distressing and shaming thoughts without allowing them to dominate our behavior or 
our states of mind 

• Nonjudgmental observing & defusion 
• An understanding of both one’s pain and one’s values 

• Flexible perspectives towards a broader, transcendent sense of self 

• Committed engagement in our life’s pursuits, fully, with self-kindness and self-
validation 

(Adapted from Hayes, 2008; Dahl, Plumb, Stewart & Lundgren, 2009 by Tirch and Silbsertein-Tirch, 2014)



Defusion Commitment

Psychological Flexibility

Acceptance

Present Moment Contact

Self-As-Context

Values Authorship

Psychological Flexibility





Imagery

Attention Reasoning

Feeling Behaviour

Sensory

Care  
for  
well-being

Sensitivity Sympathy

Distress 
tolerance

EmpathyNon-Judgement

Compassion

Attributes

Skills



Non-Judgment
Commitment to 
Compassionate 
Behavior

CompassionateFlexibility

Distress Tolerance

Sensitivity

Sympathy, 
Empathy

Care For Well-Being

Compassionate Flexibility



Compassionate Flexibility
Present Moment Sensitivity

Empathy 
(Self & Other)

Sympathy 
(Self & Other)

Non-Judgement Committed Compassionate Action

Care for Well BeingAcceptance & Distress Tolerance

Compassionate
Mind









“You can blow out a candle, but 
you can’t blow out a fire.” 

Peter Gabriel


