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An evolutionary and biopsychosocial 
approach to working with harsh self-
criticism/attacking with compassion 

brain states

Please Note

These slides are for your information and not all of them may be covered in 
this workshop or in the order presented 

The personal practices you are invited to participate in are designed to offer 
personal and clinical insight  

You are responsible for your own well-being

All material is confidential and copyright 

You are responsible for your own clinical applications of what you learn 

Today 

Explore forms and function of  
harsh self-criticism from an 
evolutionary point of view 

have an opportunity to explore 
the processes in oneself and 
build compassion to address it 
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2022 
All information for this workshop can be found here

CFT  seeks to root our understanding of mental 
health and anti-social problems, and their psycho 
and social therapies, in the basic biopsychosocial 

sciences

All the processes utilised within CFT such as 
motives, emotions, cognitive competencies, and 
behaviours can be found in standard psychology 

textbooks 

Key is the study of their complex interactions of 
their functions and their unique patterns and 

individual variations in each mind

The importance of specific, focused, guided and 
tailored interventions  

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

CompetenciesTrauma
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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

Competenciescompassion
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Forms of self-criticism. When thing go wrong

Inadequate self

I am easily disappointed in 
myself 

I dwell on my failures

There is a part of me that 
feels I'm not good enough

With D   . 52        

Hated  self

I am disgusted in myself

I call myself names

I do not like being me

With D . 57

Reassured self

I encourage myself 

I still like being me

I dwell on my failures

With D . -51       
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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 

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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What is the underlying fear here?

Examples of different types of dialogue

 Attacking-raging when I see myself in the mirror I cry because my head is screaming ‘dirty fat bitch 
[…] disgusting failure, not good enough, lose weight you pathetic piece of crap, worthless, useless 
idiot, don’t DARE eat! Where are the rest of your bones? Don’t DARE eat you fat, DESPICABLE, 
HIDEOUS waste of space.’ (Tierney & Fox. 2010, p. 247 )

Nietzsche/Freud - No-one blames themselves without a secret wish for vengeance
Aztec example and fear of rebellion.

Bowlby defensive exclusion 

Compassionate change can be terrifying and generate overwhelming grief of having lived the ‘lonely life’ 
without feeling  safe, valued and wanted.

Tierney, S., & Fox, J.R. (2010). Living with the anorexic voice: A thematic analysis. Psychology and Psychotherapy: Theory, Research and Practice, 83, 243–254. 

Self attacking stimulates our own 
subordinate and defeat brain states  states 
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Social Mentalities 

History and Science Background

1984 1989 1992

Depression:
From Psychology to 
Brain state

Paul Gilbert

1989/2016

Basic Social Motives:
Social Mentalities 

Care giving - Care seeking 
Cooperating - Competing 

Sexuality
Unsafe -threat

Unhelpful
Incompetent

Safe
Helpful

Competent

Guilt evolve from 
care motive

Shame evolved from 
rank and competitive  

motive
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1989/2016

Basic Social Mentality Theory

Care giving - Care seeking 
Cooperating - Competing 

Sexuality

Each motivation system evolved with 
specific and specialised feature 

detectors linked to appropriate 
response systems and communication 

patterns

Social Mentalities (1989)

• Social motives, such as cooperation, competing, caring and sexuality 
are called social mentalities in CFT because they are the 
foundation for reciprocal, dynamic, social relating and co-regulate 
the psychophysiological states of participating individuals.

• Hence, they require specialist stimulus detectors link to 
appropriate response functions mediated through specialist 
psychophysiological systems 

• They have to co-evolve

Share positive emotions stimulate babies' brains for social 
relating – drive emotions – joyful play – secure base
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Social mentality theory 
Social mentalities have to co-evolve relationships to co-regulate minds and 

bodies 

Evolution of sending and receiving evolve 
together

Algorithm If A then Do B

For caregiving to evolve there 
needs to be an evolution of a 

motive-desire to care and 
behave with care

In the recipient there needs to 
be evolved motives to seek 
care and a brain-body that 
responds to signal of caring 

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

bodies 

These are the nutrients for 
the brain-mind 

the motivation to provide 
what another needs in order 
to flourish and grow can be 
regarded as a form of love 

Dynamic reciprocal 
Co regulating 
relationships 

Self-criticism is linked to the competitive 
social mentality with reciprocal role for 

dominant subordinate relating

Harsh self-criticism operates like a 
‘dominate attack’ that stimulates a 

submissive response

Hence the therapeutic manoeuvre is to 
move out of the competitive  social threat 
system altogether  and into the care social 
mentality -- not to see hostile SC as ‘only 

trying to help’ because it does not have that 
motivation 

Essential to help clients understand that it 
stimulates subordinate defences including 

hidden resentment

Shifts of brain states 
linked to 

Low self-esteem 
Sense of inferiority 

Submissive behaviour
Blocked assertiveness

Fear of anger 
Self-criticism 

Suicidality 
Escape 
Shame 

Silencing the self 
Increased threat-

attending and reduced 
positive affect  

1992/2016

2020
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Dominate -subordinate relating – the loser will flee and stay fearful

As MacLean (1990) points out:

....Ethologists have made it 
popularly known..... that a passive 
response (a submissive display) to an 
aggressive display may make it 
possible under most circumstances to 
avoid unnecessary, and sometimes 
mortal, conflict. Hence it could be 
argued that the submissive display is 
the most important of all displays
because without it numerous 
individuals might not survive. (italics 
added, p 235).

Sorry Fred I don't know 
why we're doing this 

I hope I haven’t given  you
a headache 

It's not our fault Joe. We are 
under the control of powerful 

evolved algorithms to 
reproduce

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

minds and bodies

For competitive behaviour 
and dominant-subordinate 

hierarchies to evolve 
subordinates have to close 

down under threat 

Gilbert, P. (2000). Varieties of submissive behaviour: Their evolution and role in depression. In, L. Sloman & P. Gilbert,
(eds.) Subordination and Defeat. An Evolutionary Approach to Mood Disorders (3-46): Hillsdale: N.J. Lawrence Erlbaum.

Gilbert, P. (2020). Evolutionary functional analysis: The study of social mentalities, social
rank and caring-compassion. In, Kirby J.N & Gilbert P. (eds). Making an impact on mental Health (p.4-42. London:
Routledge
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Powerful Other(s) (Gods/parents)
(harmful and/or protective)

Appease, submit, comply (sacrifice)

Harmful things (still) happen
Sense of aloneness

Self-monitor Self-Blame

May also blame others for non-compliance
for upsetting the dominant (Persecute)

Submissive defences 
and Strategies 

(Freud re-visited)

Many societies have 
understood that life 
can be harsh with 
droughts, famines, 

diseases, infant 
mortality 

So what to do?

Compassionate 
self with 

compassionate 
intention 

activation of 
compassionate 

mind states 

Although criticism can warn us and threaten  -- these are part of the 
threat system that turns off empathy. Therefore, SC should not be seen 
as simply misguided efforts to help us- the emotions etc emanate from 
the threat-attack  system--- If we don't get behind the threat and work 
on the fear and hurt that drives self-criticism, and do our grief work, 
self-criticism can remain a problem 

It is important to understand different brain systems that we are dealing 
with here 

Hence, we don't negotiate with the anger and the critic but have 
empathy for the fear and the hurt because that is where compassion 
physiological systems are particularly powerful 

defence and so compassion seeks to get behind it and to look for the 
fear and hurt that drives it 

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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Kim, J. J., Parker, S. L., Doty, J. R., Cunnington, R., 
Gilbert, P., & Kirby, J. N. (2020). Neurophysiological 
and behavioural markers of compassion. Scientific 
Reports, 10(1), 1-9.

•All living things have built 
in monitoring systems

•Self-Criticism is a form of  
Self-Monitoring

So the question is… 
where has self-criticism 

come from, why and 
what forms does it take?

Self-Monitor
What and Why 

Self-Blame
(as in cause)

Self-Criticise
(as in do different)

Self-attacking that triggers 
inferior, weak subordinate self

Trauma memories of 
being fearfully shamed 

and subordinated

Memories of helpful 
others memories of 

competencies 

Self-reassuring – triggers 
coping self ways to improve
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Who is doing the criticising and why?

Social comparison 
and striving

Hear my own voice 
This is my Judgment

Being bullied and 
criticised in the past 

Hear voice of the 
bully – not really 

mine

Internalised persecuting others (object)

Self-Monitor
(what and why) 

Self-Blame
(as in cause)

Self-Criticise
(as in do differently)

Trauma memories 
linked to inner raging

Hated Self

Trauma memories of 
being fearful, shamed 

and subordinated

Self-attacking - rank and 
inadequate self

Self-Monitor 

Self-Blame
(as in cause)

Self-Criticise
(as judgement)

Self-Condemn
(hostile emotions) 

vs
Self-Reassurance

Monitoring what and why
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Self-Monitor
(what and why) 

Self-Blame
(as in cause)

Self-Criticise
(as in do differently)

Trauma memories 
linked to inner raging

Hated Self

Trauma memories of 
being fearful, shamed 

and subordinated

Self-attacking - rank and 
inadequate self

Essential to understand (and client to understand) the different 
forms and functions of self-criticism and that many forms of self-

criticism are not there to help you but are reactions to threat from 
the threat system and maybe from emotional memory --

they are from the fight-attack system

An ‘enemy’ we need to challenge, 
overcome or banish?

A ‘misguided protector-helper’ we 
need to tame or retrain?

Many different approaches for 
working with self-criticism

People will often have these beliefs but in CFT it is 
very important for people to understand the social 

(S-R) mentality they have got caught up in -

Hostile self-criticism stimulates threat and subordinate defence 
processing

Animals attack when threatened - so find the threat

Reasons for non-resistance and the internalisation of negative self
Complex subordinate defences

• John Bowlby -- attachment is crucial to survival --it is better 
to see the self as bad and the parent as good than the 
parent is bad and self as good. Very common in religions. 
Psychological process is called defensive exclusion

• Alan Abbas -- Aggressive impulses that could either damage 
the carer, drive them away or provoke harmful retaliation -
are very threatening. So kept out of consciousness and 
therefore outside of the psychomotor systems but may be 
pushed into smooth muscle as opposed to striatal muscle.
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Emotion Brain

Stomach acid
Saliva

Meal

Sexual/erotic

AArousal

Bully-threaten

Bully-
Threaten Hostile tone 

and 
content

Sex

Meal

Brain-body responds to its own internal creations

Fear depression

Operates 
attack that 
stimulate 
threat and 
submissive 
defences 

Emotion Brain

Stomach acid
Saliva

Meal

Sexual/erotic

AArousal

Bully-threaten

Bully-
Threaten Kind, warm      

caring

Soothed
Safe-

encouraged

Compassion

Sex

Meal

Brain-body responds to its own internal creations

Fear depression

Operates as a 
secure base 

and safe 
haven 

stimulating 
appropriate 

circuits 

Motives 
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
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Motives - coerce 
Hostile self

Threat generated control 
threaten punish

Competencies
Low/no empathy

distress intolerance
unmindful

Emotions
Anxiety, anger 

contempt

Behaviours
Action

threatening

Compassion inhibition

1984

Depression:
From Psychology to 
Brain State

Paul Gilbert

The ways social and psychological 

processes change physiologies and how 

psycho-social therapies need to address 

those changes

Brain State Theory

The need to be needed/valued/wanted

Depression: From Psychology 
to Brain State

Paul Gilbert

CFT is a Brain State Approach

Thinking
imagery

Body
Brain

Attention

Memory

Behaviour

A threat 
brain state

Notice how a brain 
state such as a threat 

brain state is 
associated with what 

we are paying 
attention to, how we 
are thinking, what is 

happening to our 
emotions, what we 

want to do (motives), 
things we might be 
remembering etc

That brain state 
therefore represents 
an organisation and 

pattern of these 
processes

Motive

Emotions

Depression:
From psychology to 
brain state (1984)
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CFT is a Brain State Approach

Thinking
imagery

Body
Brain

Attention

Memory

Behaviour

Compassionate 
brain state

If we are in, or 
moving towards a 

compassionate brain 
state then we can see 

this will affect

our attention
our thinking,

our emotions,
our motives and 
our behaviours

Motive

Emotions

Depression:
From psychology to 
brain state (1984)

CFT is a Brain State Approach

Thinking
imagery

Body
Brain

Attention

Memory

Behaviour

Harshly 
self-critical 
brain state

Notice how a 
competitive brain 

state compares to a 
compassion brain 

state 

It has a different 
focus for: 

our attention
our thinking,

our emotions,
our motives and 
our behaviours

Motive

Emotions

Depression:
From psychology to 
brain state (1984)

By learning to stimulate and activate our compassionate brain state 
we can use it to work with other brain states
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Critical 
self

Social mentality theory 
suggests that we 

generate signals and 
then respond to them as 

if they are externally 
generated

Critical 
self

So we need to understand 
how and why we are 
generating a hostile 

attacking signal 

and we need to understand 
why we respond

submissively to hostile 
signals we've generated 
within our own minds

Critical 
self

Do not confuse the 
function of this process 

with the idea that the critic 
is trying to be helpful 

because the motivation 
and emotional textures are 

attacking not guiding 
encouraging,  supporting

Hostile SC is coming from 
the threat system
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Hearing the internal voice 
or stimulating emotional 

memories that trigger this 
self-experience cannot be 

regarded as

‘just trying to be helpful’

It is essential to help 
clients see this otherwise 
they won’t fully engage it

Self-criticism and evolved threat

Competitive social mentality 
Monitoring status, 

rank, social position

Surface fear maybe being a 
failure, inadequate, 

incompetent

Deep evolved  (archetypal) threat
Social injury 

Being shamed, rejected, isolated, 
disconnected

Consider being 
sensitised to threat 

of rejection, 
bullied, 

disconnection 

History of criticism, 
bullying, rejection, 

abuse 

Compassionate Task: get behind self-criticism into the 
evolved threat and unprocessed anger, fear and commonly 

(intense) inner loneliness and grief 

Competitive Cultures and Self-criticism 

Culture and social contexts play huge roles 
in stimulating or dampening individual 

competitiveness 

Western societies are well known to be 
grossly over stimulating our competitive 

motivational processes 

Authoritarian controlling parenting 

Schools and parents overly 
focusing on getting ahead versus 
getting along 

Reductions in play – home 
work is excessive!

Entertainments focusing on 
exclusions

The promise of riches – the 
politics of envy and wanting

Drive for social belonging, 
acceptance and participating - to 
be valued and be of value

Clear evidence that over the last 30 years we have 
become more perfectionistic, more competitive, 

more individualistic, more narcissistic, more 
depressed and more self-critical 
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Self-criticism and evolved threat

Competitive Social mentality 
Monitoring status, rank, 

social position

Surface fear maybe being a 
failure, inadequate 

incompetent

Long evolved  (archetypal) threat
Social injury 

Being shamed, rejected, isolated 
disconnected

Living in socially 
competitive and 
judging cultures

Constantly 
needing to 

check on one’s 
‘social’ self 

Compassionate Task: get behind self-criticism into 
the evolved threat and unprocessed anger, fear 
and commonly (intense) inner loneliness and grief

Prof Paul Gilbert, FBPsS, OBE

All materials are copyright to P. Gilbert

www.compassionatemind.co.uk

First we can engage our 
compassionate mind state 

Cultivating appropriate 
responses and actions

with courage and 
wisdom

Guided discovery
of the nature 
and causes of 

suffering 
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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

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 
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Using the body to support the mind

Posture, breathing, movement, yoga, acupuncture, diet, mindfulness.

Cultivating compassionate qualities

Choosing key compassionate qualities for self, developing wisdom, 
concept of tricky brain.

Using imagery

Imagining one’s compassionate self, imagining compassionate other.

Cultivating, playfulness and joyfulness.

Playfulness is linked to friendliness and joyfulness. Practise openness.

Behaviors

Practising courageous behaviours, helpful behaviours and ways of 
thinking. Mindfully noticing unhelpful and switching to helpful.

Motives organise the mind and therefore compassionate mind training

is cultivating the care focused brain states

Cultivating 
compassionate

• Motives
• Emotions
• Reasoning
• Behaviour

Ways of living, 
being and 

wanting to be

Prof Paul Gilbert, FBPsS, OBE

All materials are copyright to P. Gilbert

www.compassionatemind.co.uk

Exploring our own

This is purely voluntary and if it 
triggers you in any way that is 

distressing please pull out from the 
exercise 

A functional and forms analysis of the attacking critical process 

• What does this critical process do for you? 

• What does it look like? 
• What does it attend to and think about 

and say to you? 
• What does it feel towards you? 
• How does it want to behave towards you ?
• What does it say its motives are?
• How does it leave you feeling? 

Critic 
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What is my greatest fear of letting it go? I will become lazy, I won't reach my goals, I won't care about what 
I do. I will make mistakes. 

Underlying (archetypal) Fears people would not like me I would be rejected I would fail

What it wants to do to 
me/with me, want to 
relate to me?

What does it feel about 
me?

What does it say to me?What does it look like? What is 
its inner form?  

What do I feel now? Thoughts about my critical process 

Functional and form analysis of self criticism

What is my greatest fear of letting it go? I will become lazy, I won't reach my goals, I won't care about what 
I do. I will make mistakes. 

Underlying (archetypal) Fears people would not like me I would be rejected I would fail

What it wants to do to 
me/with me, want to 
relate to me?

Skake me up

Threaten me s

hout

What does it feel about 
me?

Anger

Contmpt

What does it say to me?

Your ar a loser 

pathic 

waste of space 

never be any good 

What does it look like? What is 
its inner form?  

Witch, shadow, angry face, 
sharp. demon

What do I feel now?  Bad hurt

Thoughts about my critical process 

Functional and form analysis of self criticism
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Examples of different reciprocal dynamic role relating

 Attacking-raging and hating what one has become and/or what one has 
failed to become 

 Hating the contents of an experience of one’s mind - depressed, anxious, 
voices

 Shame as ‘the damaged stained and FUCKED-UP self

 Striving to escape one’s mind - suicide

 Feel contaminated/poisoned by hated part

Examples of different types of dialogue

 Attacking-raging when I see myself in the mirror I cry because my head is screaming ‘dirty fat bitch 
[…] disgusting failure, not good enough, lose weight you pathetic piece of crap, worthless, useless 
idiot, don’t DARE eat! Where are the rest of your bones? Don’t DARE eat you fat, DESPICABLE, 
HIDEOUS waste of space.’ (Tierney & Fox. 2010, p. 247 )

Nietzsche/Freud - No-one blames themselves without a secret wish for vengeance
Remember Aztec example and fear of rebellion.

Bowlby defensive exclusion 

Compassionate change can be terrifying and generate overwhelming grief of having lived the ‘lonely life’ 
without feeling  safe, valued and wanted.

Tierney, S., & Fox, J.R. (2010). Living with the anorexic voice: A thematic analysis. Psychology and Psychotherapy: Theory, Research and Practice, 83, 243–254. 

Examples of different types of dialogues

 Attacking-raging when I see myself in the mirror I cry because my head is screaming ‘dirty fat 
bitch […] disgusting failure, not good enough, lose weight you pathetic piece of crap, worthless, 
useless idiot, don’t DARE eat! Where are the rest of your bones? Don’t DARE eat you fat, 
DESPICABLE, HIDEOUS waste of space.’ (Tierney & Fox. 2010, p. 247 )

Ideas for Socratic guided discovery – always seek out the fears

 Suppose you reach your goals what good would come of it?
 Suppose you were not ‘a fat bitch’ – what would that be like; what would worry you?
 Suppose being over/lower weight would be a preference not a hatred?
 Trauma memories?
 If you weren't raging/angry about your weight what or who might rage/anger to?
 Are there other things in life/past you feel enraged/anger by
 How do you feel about expressing rage  - does it worry you?
 Do you feel alone when you feel rage/anger

Firestone, R.W. (1986 ). The ‘inner’ voice of suicide. Psychotherapy, 23, 439–444. 

Tierney, S., & Fox, J.R. (2010). Living with the anorexic voice: A thematic analysis. Psychology and Psychotherapy: Theory, Research and Practice, 83, 243–254. 
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Examples of different types of dialogues

 Voice hearing - you are a pervert if people knew about you they would lock 
you up. You are useless; people don't like you -there is something very 
flawed and wrong about you

 Criticism linked to suicide-- you are pathetic, you are a piece of shit and 
deserves to die, you are a burden you'd be better off dead 

Firestone, R.W. (1986 ). The ‘inner’ voice of suicide. Psychotherapy, 23, 439–444. 

Using the body to support the mind

Posture, breathing, movement, yoga, acupuncture, diet, mindfulness.

Cultivating compassionate qualities

Choosing key compassionate qualities for self, developing wisdom, 
concept of tricky brain.

Using imagery

Imagining one’s compassionate self, imagining compassionate other.

Cultivating, playfulness and joyfulness.

Playfulness is linked to friendliness and joyfulness. Practise openness.

Behaviors

Practising courageous behaviours, helpful behaviours and ways of 
thinking. Mindfully noticing unhelpful and switching to helpful.

Motives organise the mind and therefore compassionate mind training

is cultivating the care focused brain states

Cultivating 
compassionate

• Motives
• Emotions
• Reasoning
• Behaviour

Ways of living, 
being and 

wanting to be
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Start with a compassionate mind induction and intention/motive

What does your compassionate self want to help you with? 

Hope for you - guide towards

What does it want to do to 
me/with me. How does it want 
to relate to me?

What does it feel about 
me?

What does it say to me?What does it look like? 
What is its inner form?

What do I feel now? 

Thoughts about my compassionate self/mind process (FBRs?)

Functional and forms  analysis of Compassionate self / mind Supporting inner secure base, safe 
haven with wise self-correction/guidance/encouragement/empathic concern/support/warmth

Imagine your best friend is going through what you  - the same self-disappointment - self-attacking

What would you like to do 
for or with this person

How (what emotion) 
would you like your friend 
to feel from you

If they dismissed you

What would you like to tell them

What you like to say if they 
wanted dismiss you

How would you like to be 
seen in front of the

What you like to feel

Giving compassion to a friend with self-attacking
Compassionate mind induction first

Compassionate 
mind and self acts 

as a

Secure base

Safe haven

that we seek out within 
ourselves, deliberately 
turn our attention and 

focus on

So helping myself means I 
can understand my mind 

and the drivers of my harsh 
self-criticism and cultivate 

the helpful
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So helping myself means I 
can understand my mind 

and the drivers of my harsh 
self criticism and cultivate 

the helpful

Compassionate 
mind and self acts 

as a

Secure base

Safe haven

Helps us develop the 
courage and wisdom to 

work with feared emotions 
such as anger, anxiety or 

sadness

I can learn to 
work/tolerate/understand 
with my disappointment 

fear and maybe rage -
compassionately  

So it's not my fault I can 
become self-critical but I 
can notice when I am and 

switch to my 
compassionate self
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So helping myself 
experience my emotions 
means I can be honest 
with myself and heal 

myself 

Compassionate 
self with 

compassionate 
intention 

activation of 
compassionate 

mind states 

(Self ) Attacking is 
usually a defence 

and so compassion 
seeks to get behind 

it and to look for 
the fear and hurt 

that drives it 

CBT and Compassion Focused Therapy

Examples of 
Interventions

Exposure 
Guided discovery 

Behaviour experiments 
Reappraisals

Self-talk  
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Reflections

• Ask people if they would actually like to be the way they think they would be if 
they lost their critic. For example, would they like to be lazy, arrogant or 
unmotivated? Most people say ‘no’ in which case you can suggest – why would 
you need to beat yourself up for something you don't want to do.

• Highlight the fact that many self-critical people have grossly underestimated 
their own goodness and that's partly because of negativity bias.

• Use example of the two schools/jobs

• How might they help a friend to demonstrate their own inner wisdoms

• How to build support for compassion intention

• Link compassionate self to the functions of secure base and safe haven 

Gilbert, P. (2022). Internal shame 
and self-disconnection: From 
hostile self-criticism to 
compassionate self-correction and 
guidance. In, P. Gilbert & G. Simos. 
(eds). Compassion Focused 
Therapy: Clinical practice and 
applications. (chap.5 p. 164-206). 
London Routledge.

Key readings

Gilbert, P & Irons, C. (2005). 
Focused therapies and 
compassionate mind training for 
shame and self-attacking. In, P. 
Gilbert (ed). Compassion: 
Conceptualisations, Research 
and Use in psychotherapy. (p. 
263 – 325).  London:  Routledge

Emotion Brain

Stomach acid
Saliva

Meal

Sexual/erotic

AArousal

Bully-threaten

Bully-
Threaten Kind, warm      

caring

Soothed
Safe-

encouraged

Compassion

Sex

Meal

Brain-body responds to its own internal creations

Fear depression

Operates as a 
secure base 

and safe 
haven 

stimulating 
appropriate 

circuits 

Emotion Brain

A

Critical-threaten -
bullying

Critical-Threaten
myself

Kind, warm      
caring

Soothed
Safe

Compassion

for myself

Brain-body responds to its own internal creations

Fear depression

Operates as 
a secure 
base and 

safe haven 
stimulating 
appropriate 

circuits 
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A

Seven functions of psychotherapy

Awareness

Differentiation

Tolerance

Integration

Cultivation

Transformation

Adaptation

Consider how these can guide 

you in working with hostile  

self-criticism

What does your compassionate self want to help you with? Help to look at myself with kindness; see me thrive, 
be happy, believe in myself, accepting myself, develop my courage and be open

Hope for you more open more confidence
What does it want to do to 

me/with me
What does it feel about 

me?
What does it actually say to me?What does it look like? What 

is its inner form? 

1. The crucial  elements is to practise and connect to the body. Remember to engage the compassionate mind  by 
doing the practise of using the body to support the mind – body posture, a breathing that grounds and settles 
(SBR) friendly face and real focus on the wisdom of compassion -- we all just find ourselves here. 

2. Practise becoming a curious observer of your mind (including your SC) and to live to be helpful not harmful.  

3. Ideally your compassionate responses ares ‘body felt’  not just one you think should be compassionate or simply 
‘nice. ‘ Compassion is about friendly benevolent wisdom and courage and your ability to feel that 

4. Compassion is a healer and while it can be courageously assertive it will try to work with the fears, hurts and 
pains, that drive the critic process in our brain -- After all we are talking about how we regulate our brain circuits!

Functional Analysis of Compassionate self 
Supporting inner secure base, safe haven with wise self-correction, guidance, encouragement, 

support, warmth
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Reflections

• Ask people if they would actually like to be the way they think they would be if 
they lost their critic. For example, would they like to be lazy, arrogant or 
unmotivated? Most people say ‘no’ in which case you can suggest – why would 
you need to beat yourself up for something you don't want to do.

• Highlight the fact that many self-critical people have grossly underestimated 
their own goodness and that's partly because of negativity bias.

• Use example of the two schools/jobs

• How might they help a friend to demonstrate their own inner wisdoms

• How to build support for compassion intention

• Link compassionate self to the functions of secure base and safe haven 

Gilbert, P. (2022). Internal shame 
and self-disconnection: From 
hostile self-criticism to 
compassionate self-correction and 
guidance. In, P. Gilbert & G. Simos. 
(eds). Compassion Focused 
Therapy: Clinical practice and 
applications. (chap.5 p. 164-206). 
London Routledge.

Key readings

Gilbert, P & Irons, C. (2005). 
Focused therapies and 
compassionate mind training for 
shame and self-attacking. In, P. 
Gilbert (ed). Compassion: 
Conceptualisations, Research 
and Use in psychotherapy. (p. 
263 – 325).  London:  Routledge
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Seven functions of psychotherapy

Awareness

Differentiation

Tolerance

Integration

Cultivation

Transformation

Adaptation

Consider how these can guide 

you in working with hostile  

self-criticism

Prof Paul Gilbert, FBPsS, OBE

All materials are copyright to P. Gilbert

www.compassionatemind.co.uk

Exploring the fears that drive self 
criticism

Rooted in internal models of social 
relating

This diagram shows how a fear of social devaluation can stimulate the threat and other 
systems, but if we can practise compassion brain states it may help with both the self criticism 

but especially the threat that underpins it
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Compassion Because

• Life is hard and full of suffering

• We come into minds that are unchosen and tricky - humble 
mind

• We had very little say on how we are designed or shaped
• New forms of consciousness and self-awareness is both a 

gift and a curse
• Fear of failure and rejection can drive self-criticism
• Self against self is a common source of suffering
• Is associated with many types of mental health problem

Compassionate 
self with 

compassionate 
intention 

activation of 
compassionate 

mind states 

(Self ) Attacking is 
usually a defence 

and so compassion 
seeks to get behind 

it and to look for 
the fear and hurt 

that drives it 
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The Biography of the Critic

Sometimes it can be useful to invite the client to become the biographer of the critical 
self  - they  agree to explore the story of the emergence and life of the critical self --but 
as the biographer they're trying to understand their subject not criticised them 
Critical mind  have culture and familial-generation flow

It is an exploration into…..
How one’s critical mind came formed (key life events), emerged in one’s life, who has it 
been influenced by? - where did it learn how to judge? where did it learn and become so 
angry or even vicious? Do you give it permission to do that? What threat drives it?

Culturally sensitive – do you think you would be critical of yourself for the same things if 
you lived in a different culture? E.g. Consider different cultural ideals of ‘beauty’ ‘kindness’ 
‘machoism’ ‘the right stuff’

Family sensitive – is this a family trait? Carrying the ‘baggage’ through the generations, 
cycles of criticism (a genealogy or pedigree of the critic). Were you the object of projective 
identification

How  much did you purposely choose to treat yourself like this?From Hannah Gilbert

Self-attacking

Ventilate -
punish, warn and frighten

Backward looking linked to 
disappointment, focus on deficits

Anger, frustration, anxiety 
contempt

Negative self-labelling and 
condemning

Threaten and harm

Improve, encourage grow 
(secure base and safe haven)

Forward-looking building on the 
doable

Friendly concern, encouraging  
validating, supportive

Recognise struggling with a tricky 
mind and difficult life. Looking at 

what is helpful

Step by step guidance, 
encouragement  and practice

Self-Compassion

Motive

Attention

Emotions

Thoughts

Behaviours
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Compassionate Living Self

The past

Working with 
disappointment, 

setbacks and traumas 
from the past 

The future

Preparing and 
training one’s mind 
for future life with 

difficulties, setbacks 
and disappointments 

Transforming Minds
Through Compassion
Millennium Point, Birmingham & Online

Welcome to the Compassionate Mind 
Foundation 

Membership and  Training Opportunities

www.compassionatemind.co.uk 
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Videos and Demonstrations

Online Resources

Discounts and offers

Become a Member

Visit our website:
www.compassionatemind.co.uk

Workshops

Have you seen our exciting workshops 
schedule for 2024? 

Visit our training page below for more 
information:

www.compassionatemind.co.uk/trainin
g

Diploma in
Compassion Focused Therapy

Be part of one of the fastest growing 
psychotherapies today, with an increasing 

evidence base including meta-analysis

Taught and supported by Paul and many
international experts in CFT.

VISIT
OUR WEB
PAGE
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