
Started in England by psychologist Paul Gilbert,  
Compassion Focussed Therapy (CFT),  is now  
an established therapeutic intervention.   

What is Self-Compassion?
Self-compassion is about taking care of ourselves 
especially when we are suffering.  Research suggests 
self-compassion can really help with recovery and 
building self-resilience.

Self-compassion is about understanding that, as 
humans, we all suffer occasionally, and to learn to be 
kind and gentle with ourselves.

Self-compassion is not a soft and fluffy concept – 
many strong leaders demonstrate compassion e.g. 
Nelson Mandela, Martin Luther King, Mother 
Theresa and Dalai Lama.  By focussing on their 
values of equality and respect, this gave them the 
strength to stand up and fight for what they believed 
to be true.

Self-compassion is often about building resilience 
and finding the courage to deal and face things rather 
than back away.

We all suffer from self-critical thoughts which is part 
of being human.  The thoughts stem from the threat 
system – which is part of our survival mechanism 
designed to keep us safe.  They come from the part 
of our more primitive part of our brain called our 
amygdala that sense danger and we activate the 
sympathetic nervous system into our body.  This 
system releases cortisol and adrenaline and is the 
strongest therefore the most difficult to fight.

One way of overcoming this is to access the part of 
our human brain where, like other mammals, we 
are biologically designed be nurturing.  If we are in 
a situation where we can take care of an animal or 
another person whom feel a positive connection – 
this process activates the parasympathetic nervous 
system.  This can help us to feel calmer, self-soothed, 
and we release feel good hormones such as oxytocin. 

Compassion  
Focussed Therapy 
Self-soothing skills

What do I understand about self-compassion?  How can this idea help me?
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Self-soothing techniques 

Self-soothing techniques are very useful skills to develop for recovery.  
When we are anxious or stressed we tend to go into the fight, flight 
or freeze system.  Here we are less able to think clearly as our atten-
tion goes to whatever the brain perceives as the threat.  This is known 
as the sympathetic nervous system.  In addition, the symptoms are 
unpleasant and when stressed we produce the hormone cortisol 
which can deplete our immune system.  So self-soothing practices 
activate the calm, relaxing parasympathetic nervous system to move 
away from the sympathetic nervous system. 

1

Smells can be powerful as can activate a memory.   
You can use a positive memory – a happy childhood 
memory, the smell of your favourite flower or lavender 
which is meant to be calming.  You can buy essential 
oils, have candles or diffusers, or carry a soothing 
smell on a handkerchief.  This method can  
be particularly useful for trauma memories.

Smells
What smells do you associate with positive memories?
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A calm relaxing place  
Imagine a place that is calm and relaxing, that does  
not have any negative associations. Go through the 
five senses and think of the place in detail. E.g. A 
stream in a forest, imagine the sun coming through 
the trees, the smell of the trees, the gentle breeze on 
my face. I can smell the damp moss underneath my 
feet and can sense hear the crunching of the leaves as 
I walk. What do I see? What do I hear? What do I 
smell? What can I touch?  Is there anything there to 
taste?
 
 
A compassionate  
person/pet/character/spirit 
Choose either a friend, your pet, a family member or 
someone you like in the media who you feel is always 
on your side.  Imagine them looking at you with love 
in their eyes.  What would their tone of voice be? 
Facial expression?  What encouraging words would 
they say to you? How would they behave towards you?

Visualisation
How will you create your calm place?

Describe someone who you feel is always on your side?

Examples of Self-Soothing techniques

What are the benefits of developing  
a self-soothing system?

�	� To develop strategies to cope with 
the fight, flight or freeze reactions to 
fear and anxiety. 

�	�� To focus on recovery.

�	�� To build upon your tool kit – so that 
you have a range of strategies you 
can choose from.

�	�� To build up your own confidence.
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Experiential
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Think of creating your own super support team.   
Think of different people to contact for different 
reasons.  Consider any friends or mentors different 
to the obvious people you would normally think of.  
Write down some ideas of who can support you in 
your life.  There are obvious people but try to think 
outside the box who else can help you.

Experiential
Who will be in your support team?
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Sometimes by soothing the body this then helps to 
calm our mind. E.g. Having a blanket to make us 
feel warm and secure. Or wearing clothes that are 
comfortable or familiar.  A warm, comforting drink,  
or soup etc.  In trauma, splashing cold water on your 
face can help, or ice cubes.

Soothing the body
Think about ways you can soothe your body
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Carrying a photo or having a photo of a loved 
one, having one on your screen saver or phone.  
Alternatively, having an image that represents 
something significant to you – e.g. A picture of a lion 
may symbolise strength in you. Alternatively you can 
have a vision board where you have a clear idea of 
what you want to happen. Think about how you can 
use your phone to enhance certain images.

Photos and Images
What positive images could you use?

4

Think about how you can use positive affirmations 
to help you calm and self soothe. In addition you can 
have reminders on your wall, beside your bed, on your 
phone, jewellery or flash cards in your wallet. 

Affirmations and reminders
How could you use a positive affirmation to help you feel calm?
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By slowing down your breathing helps you  
to activate your parasympathetic nervous system.   
E.g.  By slowing down your breathing and taking 
slow, deep breaths, this can help you relax.  Try this 
technique and see if you feel calmer. 

Breathing techniques 
Think about how slowing down your breathing makes you feel
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Is where you focus on something external – e.g. 
sounds, visual, nature – and keep returning when you 
mind wanders. 

Attentional training
What could you focus on when your mind wanders?
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Inside  
Create a room or space where you can go to which 
gives you a feeling of calm or peace.  It is a place 
where you participate in your relaxation/mindfulness 
space.  Try to think about what you need to enhance 
the experience.  How can you make it more homely?  
What colours help? Smells? Textures? Music?

 
 
Outside 
Are there any places outside that you can associate 
with calm and relaxing you can access

Soothing environment 
How will you create your calm indoor space?

What calming outdoor places can you think of?
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Create an individualised relaxation plan 
Write down ideas you think would help you when you feel distressed.  Think about what ones are possibly to use 
within your current environment. 

. 
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