
Introduction

First up, thanks for reading this book. I hope it will be a helpful guide 
for you. In the coming sections and chapters, we’ll explore how and why 
we struggle with emotions, and introduce ideas and practices that might 
help you to find new ways of addressing common difficulties in life. But 
let’s start with why this book is focused on emotion in the first place.

Why are emotions important?
Take a moment to think about the best moment in your life. Where 
you were, what you were doing, who you were with. Allow yourself a  
minute to connect with the memory as best as you can. 

Now, if you’re willing, bring to mind a time in life that was more difficult, 
a time that you’re pleased is long in the past. If you can, allow yourself a 
minute or so to connect with that memory. 

Now, with both of these memories in mind, consider how they’re similar. 
Given their differences, what binds them together? 

There has always been something inherently contradictory about emo-
tions; we are both drawn to them, but at times, do our level best to avoid 
or stay away from them. We recognise that they are central to our life, 
bringing colour and texture to experiences, and that much in life would 
be drab and grey without them. But for many of us, given a choice, we 
would turn them off quicker than a light switch if it meant that we didn’t 
have to feel – didn’t have to feel the pain, discomfort, and heaviness that 
emotions like fear, sadness and shame can bring.  

We can experience many joys in life: moments with close friends or fam-
ily members, the birth of a child, falling in love, succeeding in a test or 
project that is important or meaningful for us. In contrast, we can face 
many struggles in life: poverty, loss of loved ones, failures and rejections, 
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2 The Compassionate Mind Approach to Difficult Emotions

bullying, criticism or abuse, and a host of physical health problems, 
illnesses and diseases. What translates these events from being just 
‘experiences’ to something that connects us with distress, suffering or 
happiness is often emotion – sadness, fear, anger, shame, joy or excite-
ment that go with these experiences. 

What are difficult emotions?
Sadly, rather than being confined to discrete situations and experiences, 
it is emotion that often causes us ongoing difficulties in life. In my work 
as a clinical psychologist, in one way or another, all of the clients I work 
with have some struggle with emotion. Sometimes this is someone  
battling with feelings of anxiety and panic, unable to speak up in meet-
ings at work, go on dates, or attend parties with friends. Sometimes it’s 
a person constantly on the edge of anger and rage, lashing out at loved 
ones and strangers alike, pushing people away and causing themselves 
and others pain. Sometimes it’s someone weighed down by overwhelm-
ing sadness and grief, shut down to life following the death of a loved 
one or end of a relationship. Sometimes it’s a person burdened with feel-
ings of shame, caught up in painful memories of things that happened 
to them in the past, or crippled by feelings of inadequacy and inferiority. 
And for some people, it’s the absence of emotion that is causing prob-
lems. For example, someone who is unable to experience anger, and 
therefore blocked to asserting and sticking up for themselves at work 
and with their partner. Or the person who is unable to express sadness or 
distress, and consequently struggles to allow others to get close to them 
and share meaningful relationships. Or finally, someone who is unable 
to experience excitement, contentment and happiness, and whose life is 
stripped of many of the pleasures and joys that can come with relation-
ships, hobbies and learning. 

So, this is a book that is for anyone who experiences difficulties with 
emotions – whether that’s experiencing certain emotions too often or 
strongly, or if you’re blocked to certain emotions that it could be helpful 
to experience more of. It’s designed to help you understand more about 
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what emotions are, why we experience them, and how they can cause 
us distress. We’ll look at various models for working with emotions and 
learn how cultivating skills in mindfulness and compassion can help to 
bring a healthier emotional balance in your life. 

Difficult emotions: A personal story
Although emotions often form the centre of what I encounter in other 
people’s struggles, this book is partly a reflection of my own experi-
ence with emotional difficulties. Growing up, I was often described as 
a happy and laid-back person – and I guess in many ways, I was. What 
I struggled with was acknowledging, validating and expressing certain 
emotions – particularly those that were unpleasant, such as anger, anx-
iety and shame. My strategy – although I was not doing this consciously 
– was a ‘keep them suppressed at all costs’ approach. It wasn’t that I
couldn’t get angry (ask my brother – we had some good arguments
and fights growing up!) or anxious (I remember very clearly avoiding
taking part in a football competition because I was scared of failing).
Rather, I wasn’t able to acknowledge that I was feeling how I was feel-
ing, and if I did express these emotions, it was only at the level of an
action or behaviour (for example, getting aggressive or avoiding some-
thing scary). Crucially, I found it very difficult to manage my emotions
effectively. I found it difficult to tolerate and experience my anger in a
way that could lead to expressing it in an assertive and helpful way. I
also found it hard to tolerate my anxiety enough, and to seek help from
others, so that I could have the courage and support to compete with-
out getting overwhelmed with worries about failing. There are lots of
reasons why I managed my emotions in these ways, many of which are
linked to my history, relationships and experiences growing up in life.
And to a certain extent, my strategy of suppressing unpleasant feelings
was helpful at times; however, it also led to difficulties, and contributed
to unhappy friendships and relationships, mismanagement of opportun-
ities in life, and more generally, a sense that it was difficult to get my own
needs met.
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Over the years, I’ve worked hard to make progress in these areas. I spend 
less time suppressing and keeping feelings to myself (although I’m still 
quite good at this!) and am learning how to tolerate emotions like anger 
and shame, and try to bring compassion to my experiences in a helpful 
way. I still feel like I’ve got a distance to travel, but this is the beauty of 
developing your compassionate mind – getting to the destination would 
be great, but the main thing is that I’m heading in the right direction, I’m 
in the flow of the journey.

How did I do this? Well, like many things in life, there were multiple 
factors – friends, family, partners and mentors, as well as the ups and 
downs of experiences in life. But it turns out that many of the other 
things that helped outside of these people were linked to the ideas and 
skills of Compassion Focused Therapy (CFT). CFT was developed by 
Professor Paul Gilbert, initially to help people experiencing distress 
commonly associated with high levels of shame and self-criticism. I was 
lucky enough to start working with Paul on some of the ideas linked to 
CFT in 1999. So, it was through applying these ideas to clients that I saw 
how they also applied to me, and I started to make changes to the way I 
approached my own emotions. 

How can compassion help with emotional 
difficulties?
In the last two decades or so, there has been an increasing interest in how 
training our minds in compassion can change the way we think, feel and 
behave. We’re also learning through an increasing number of research 
studies that practising compassion can have a significant effect on our 
body, gene expression and immune response. 

One of the difficulties with compassion can be the word itself. One of my 
clients used to say to me, partly with a smile on her face but also with 
a fair bit of anger, ‘You’re not going to talk about that f*cking C word 
again, are you?!’ I never did find out if she was equating compassion 
with one of the most feared illnesses (cancer), or a word often seen as 
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the most unpleasant of swear words in the English language! For some  
people, compassion can bring to mind weakness, fluffiness and just being 
‘nice’; for others, it evokes a sense of letting others (or themselves) off the 
hook, or indulgence.

But it turns out that compassion is none of these things. Compassion is 
the motivation that spurs a person on to risk their life as a firefighter or 
to dedicate their career to being a doctor or nurse. When a loved one, 
friend or even stranger is distressed and suffering, it’s compassion that 
motivates us to pay attention to this and try to do something to help. So, 
the definition of compassion that we’ll use in this book is: ‘a sensitivity 
to the suffering of self and others, with a commitment to try to allevi-
ate and prevent it’ (Gilbert, 2014). This is a commonly used definition 
and suggests compassion requires certain qualities of mind. First up, we 
need to develop a desire to pay attention to and engage with things that 
are difficult, such as painful or overwhelming emotions, without turn-
ing away, avoiding, switching off, or turning towards the next chocolate 
bar or alcoholic drink. So, to help here, we need to develop the strength, 
courage and ability to tolerate our own distress and painful feelings, 
and those of others. Second, we need to cultivate understanding and 
wisdom to guide our desire to be caring and helpful; we also need to 
build a variety of skills that help us to work with our own difficulties 
and distress, so that we can find a new, more helpful way of working  
with this. 

Throughout this book I’ll help you to learn how to prepare your 
mind for, and in, compassion; and how by doing this, you can use 
your ‘compassionate mind’ to better manage difficult emotions. We 
will draw upon training exercises taken from Compassion Focused 
Therapy (CFT) that are known as compassionate mind training or 
‘CMT’. The key thing here is that you don’t have to be in therapy, or 
feel that you need to be, to benefit from these. They’ve been developed 
from a variety of contemplative traditions and psychotherapeutic 
approaches, and are helpful for managing a range of life difficulties and  
emotional problems. 
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How to use this book
The book is divided into six sections. In the first section, we will explore 
what we mean by emotion, and why we experience them. In section 
two, we will explore the CFT model, and help you understand why you 
might be struggling with emotions in the way you are. The third section 
will outline what compassion is, what it involves, and how it can help 
with managing difficult emotions. We’ll also explore a model of emotion 
regulation that will guide us later in the book. There are different ways 
of understanding what emotion regulation means, but for the purposes 
of this book, it refers to our ability to influence the type of emotions 
we have, when we have them, how we experience them, and how we 
express or use them. 

Section four will focus on compassionate mind training and we will 
work through a series of exercises in mindfulness, breathing, imagery 
and compassion. Section five will return to the emotion regulation model 
introduced in section three, and in combination with the compassionate 
mind skills developed in section four, we will consider how these can 
help to bring balance to our emotions. The final section will focus on how 
we can sustain our compassionate mind going forward. 

It’s also worth noting that there are some extra, online materials that 
you might find helpful that supplement the chapters in this book. 
These go into more detail about specific emotions that you might strug-
gle with, including anger, anxiety and sadness. You can access these at  
https://overcoming.co.uk/715/resources-to-download.

If you can, move through the book by section, taking your time to reflect 
on each chapter and, if it helps, making notes along the way. Although 
it is tempting to jump straight to the later sections that focus on working 
more specifically with difficult emotions, I would recommend holding 
off if you can until you’ve had a chance to work through the earlier  
sections first. It is through these initial chapters that you will learn how 
to develop the skills of your compassionate mind, and through doing so, 
be best placed to work with the ideas and exercises that come later in the 
book. 
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Practice
As you move through the book, particularly from section three onwards, 
you will be introduced to a variety of compassionate mind training exer-
cises. These are evidence-based practices that are designed to help you 
learn to manage difficult emotions in a helpful way. You can find audio 
files for many of these at www.balancedminds.com to guide you with 
your practice.

Case examples used in the book
All case examples are amalgamations of real people that I’ve worked 
with in therapy or know personally. Any identifiable characteristics  
(e.g. name, gender, age, ethnicity) have been altered to protect anonymity.
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