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Important not to blame children for their difficult 
behaviours but to recognise them as a search for 

meaning, to ‘make sense of their lives, their inner worlds ’ 
and search for protection and safety

They carry a complex sense of self, textured with shame, 
guilt and hopelessness that can underpin despair and 

rage

Joe’s core themes and principles

We need to identify basic needs which include protection 
and safety

Plus

a sense of validation, experience of being listened to and 
understood – empathic connectedness, build social trust

which eventually leads to a sense of belonging to a 
community that cares about them - which in turn gives a 
sense of safeness in self and with others which is distinct 

from safety 

Joe’s core themes and principles

Opportunities for children to explore their minds rather 
than just react, to be able to identify needs that maybe 

associated with many painful feelings 

Helping children to de-shame and let go of hostile self-
criticism and at times self and other fear and hatred; to help 
children and young people recognise that none of what had 

happened to them nor the way they are reacting is their 
fault 

The centre of this journey is compassion

Joe’s core themes and principles
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The struggle to help people to see, and care about, the suffering of 
so many children caused by other humans that is entirely avoidable

The turning away from the difficulties of the realities of abuse and 
the suffering of children - lack of empathic bridging

The defensive refusal to acknowledge that humans are potentially a 
very nasty, brutal species and without compassion that takes in the 
care and the well-being of the other, we can become terrorising of 

our children and abandoning of their needs for love and care

Make abuse - and the absence of compassion care - a core priority 
for awareness and action

What drives you?
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298 help seeking adult

CEA was significantly 
associated with

• Self hate 
• Somatic symptoms 
• and each other

How we exist in the mind of 
the other becomes a mirror 
to how we exist for 
ourselves 
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As Sapolsky’s (1994) observed:

Touch is one of the central experiences of an infant,

whether rodent, primate, or human. We readily think of

stressors as consisting of various unpleasant things that can

be done to an organism. Sometimes a stressor can be the

failure to provide something to an organism, and the

absence of touch is seemingly one of the most marked of

developmental stressors that we can suffer (p. 92).

Need to recognise the importance of absence of ‘emotion nutrients’ as 
well as the presence of harms

Explored  381 families for the development of reciprocal 
relationships between paternal maternal behaviour and 
child prosociality assessed to 18, 36 and 54 months of age

Father and mother prosocial behaviour were reciprocally 
related and predicted increases in child prosocial behaviour 
over time 

Need to recognise the importance of absence of ‘emotion nutrients’ as 
well as the presence or harms

After controlling for a range of other processes the main 
predictor of pro social behaviour in later adulthood was 
parental warmth 

Memories of emotional warmth 
was correlated with memories of 
parental behaviour but was a 
better predictior of self criticism 
and self reassurance, depression 
and anxiety

Now used in many studies

• I felt cared about 
• I felt a sense of warmth with those close to me 
• I felt cherished 
• I felt safe and secure 

Implications are that understanding 
the importance of social warmth and 
needs to be part of our therapeutic 
engagement 

It is more than safety, empathy 
validation and understanding - very 
dependent on the non-verbal 
communication  ‘softness’
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Social mentality theory 
Social mentalities have to co-evolve relationships to co-regulate minds and 

bodies 

Parental warmth is carried 
on multiple channels of 
verbal and non-verbal 

communication e.g., facial 
expressions, voice tones, 

and touch 

Conveyed through both 
shared stimulating positive 

affect (play, joy in the other) 
as well as calming

Social mentality theory 
Social mentalities have to co-evolve relationships to co-regulate minds and 

bodies 

These have profound impacts on the 
maturation of a range of psychophysiological 
systems that impact the regulation of threat 
sensitivity and emotions, the sense of self, 

values and motives, the development of 
social trust and compassion orientation 

The brain is a social processing system in the pursuit of survival and 
reproduction  and is evolved to be socially regulated 

• In multiple domains of functioning,  from the 
development and use of language and cognitive 
abilities, through to the maturation of motives and 
emotion regulation, on to self definition and values  
- we evolved to be regulated and patterned through 
our relationships - not self regulated  -- which can 
come later

• Compassion focused therapy is rooted in this 
approach  
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Social mentality theory 
Social mentalities have to co-evolve relationships to co-regulate minds and 

bodies 

Hostile-dominating-controlling 
motivation with stimulus 

detecting that directs response  

Submissive-close down defence  
motivation with stimulus 

detection that directs response

Can be internalised as a self-to-
self way of relating

Dynamic reciprocal 
Co regulating 
relationships 
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Recent example of biopsychosocial approaches to physical and mental health

Slavich, G. M. (2020). Social safety theory: A biologically based evolutionary perspective on life stress, health, and 

behavior. Annual review of clinical psychology, 16, 265-295.

Different threat regulating systems 

Direct threat 
detection and 

action 
Via 

Amygdala 
HPA

sympathetic 
arousal 

Safety is from the 
absence or 

controllability of 
threat 

Fight, flight, freeze 
submit 

Safeness is the 
down regulation of 
threat by a secure 

base and safe 
haven  

Help seeking 
practical and 

emotional 
support 

Via 
Oxytocin 

Vagus

Secure base and 
safe haven 

Social trust 
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Difficult attachments mean that these systems may not have 
developed and therefore not be available 

Direct threat 
detection and 

action 
Via 

Amygdala 
HPA

sympathetic 
arousal 

Safety is from the 
absence or 

controllability of 
threat 

Fight flight freeze 
submit 

Safeness is the 
down regulation of 
threat by a secure 

base and safe 
haven  

Help seeking 
practical and 

emotional 
support 

Via 
Oxytocin 

Vagus

Secure base and 
safe haven 

Social trust 

CFT seeks to repair and cultivate crucial threat regulation systems
Mentalising is crucial
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Mind: Where from and how built?
Charles Robert Darwin, 

12 February 1809 – 19 April 1882

The process of change via natural selection from the 
challenges of survival and reproduction -

The three challenges of life and the four functions of mind

Protection
Resource acquisition

Rest and digest

Non-social vs social

Motives

Emotions

Behaviours

Competencies
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Compassion Solutions

Ancient wisdom
Compassion is the road to the alleviation and 
prevention of suffering 

Evolution 
Evolution has shaped our brains to be highly 
sensitive and responsive to internal and 
external stimuli indicative of care and kindness

Neuroscience
Specific brain areas are focused on detecting 
and responding to kindness and compassion and 
regulate threat possessing

Compassion Solutions

What are these signal?

Validation, mentalize, identification, 
mirroring, emotion skills guidance

Playfulness, joyfulness, valuing, 
inspiring, creativity, individuation

Secure base 

Safe haven 

Contentment, openness, 
mindfulness 

Soothing, grounding, containing, 
holding, settling, affectionate 

Supports

Supports Encouragement to explore and 
take risks, do difficult things, 
develop wisdom and courage

Attachment 
theory 

approach
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Compassion can be defined in many ways but in CFT the focus
is as a basic social motive with an S-R algorithm 

A sensitivity to the suffering/distress of self and others with a commitment 
to try to alleviate and prevent it 

• If Stimulus detection then engagement
• To approach, understand and (how to) engage with 

suffering/distress - looking into its causes 
• Then plan and take action 

• To work to alleviate and prevent suffering/distress – work to 
acquire wisdom and skills

Each require courage and wisdom 
Courage without wisdom could be reckless 
Wisdom without courage can be ineffective 
Without commitment nothing may happen

Cultivating appropriate 
responses and actions

with courage and 
wisdom

Guided discovery
of the nature 
and causes of 

suffering 

Engagement Competencies 
Motivation 

Attention sensitivity 
Sympathy 

Distress tolerance 
Empathy 

Non judgement 

Action Competencies 
Motivation 

attention sensitivity 
Sympathy 

distress tolerance 
Embassy 

Non judgement 

Courage
Wisdom 

Commitment
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Many different forms of 
compassion and hence  
in courage and wisdom

Firefighters 
Therapists 
Patients 

Compassion is 
not one process 

Many different forms of 
compassion and hence  
in courage and wisdom

Addressing trauma
Assertiveness 
Mentalizing 

Dying 

Compassion is 
not one process 

All Social Motives, Emotions, Competencies and Behaviours have Flow

Self-Focused

From others To others

Each has its own facilitators and inhibitors

Motives
Emotions

Competencies
Behaviours
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Engagement 
Care for well being, attention sensitivity, sympathy, distress 

tolerance, empathy, non judgmental

Action 
Attention, imagery, reasoning, behaviours,

sensory (body) feelings

Courage 

Wisdom Commitment   

From Gilbert & Choden (2013)

Problems that 
can arise 

Dissociation 
Avoidance 

Denial 
Envy 

Projection 
Vengefulness 

Care for 
well-being

Sensitivity Sympathy

Distress 
tolerance

EmpathyOpen, non-
Judgemental

Compassion

Engagement focused

WISDOM
WISDOM

COURAGE

COMMITMENT

COURAGE

COMMITMENT

The skills and competencies supporting compassion

Imagery

Attention Reasoning

Feeling Behaviour

Sensory

Care for 
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Distress 
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EmpathyOpen, non-
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Action focused
WISDOM WISDOM

COURAGE

COMMITMENT

COURAGE
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Imagery

Attention Reasoning

Feeling Behaviour

Sensory

Care for 
well-being

Sensitivity Sympathy

Distress 
tolerance

EmpathyOpen, non-
Judgemental

Compassion

Engagement focused

Action focused

The skills and competencies supporting compassion

Problems that can 
arise - FBRs to any 

competency 

Unawareness

Dissociation 

Avoidance 

Denial 

Envy 

Projection 

Vengefulness

Mammalian
Caring

Human (social) 
competencies

Knowing 
awareness

Empathic 
awareness

Knowing 
intentionality

Human 
Compassion

Physiology

Vagus Nerve

Oxytocin and 
vasopressin

Neurocircuits

Epigenetics

From care to compassion

Sentience

Caring can be automatic, linked to 
various behavioural programmes 
and observable in many species

Compassion is when we use our 
new human brain (social) 

competencies to purposely, 
empathically and wisely identify 

suffering and its causes, 
courageously engage with it, and  
dedicate ourselves to wisely and 
courageously work out how to be 

helpful

Compassion emerges from care 
motives with purposeful knowing 

intentionality
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Self-Focused

From others To others

Each has its own facilitators and inhibitors

Motives
Emotions

Competencies
Behaviours

All Social Motives, Emotions, Competencies and Behaviours have Flow

Compassion
Desire and intention 

to be helpful not 
harmful

Competencies
Empathy

distress tolerance
reasoning, mindful

Emotions
Context related
Anxiety Anger

Sadness
Joyfulness

Guilt

Behaviours
Action

Soothing

FBRs can show up 
anywhere and have 

ripple effects

Compassion can be defined in many ways but in CFT the focus
is as a basic social motive with an S-R algorithm 

A sensitivity to the suffering/distress of self and others with a commitment 
to try to alleviate and prevent it 

• If Stimulus detection then engagement
• To approach, understand and (how to) engage with 

suffering/distress - looking into its causes 
• Then plan and take action 

• To work to alleviate and prevent suffering/distress – work to 
acquire wisdom and skills

Each require courage and wisdom 
Courage without wisdom could be reckless 
Wisdom without courage can be ineffective 
Without commitment nothing may happen

46

47

48



22/08/2025

Minds evolved to be co-regulated in reciprocal, dynamic 
flows of information that evolved systems are sensitive to 

and can respond to 
Self

Signals

Meaning from history

The dances of the social 
mentalities

Minds evolved to be co regulated in reciprocal, dynamic 
flows of information that evolved systems are sensitive to 

and respond to 
Self

Signals

Meaning from history

The dances of the social 
mentalitise
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