
Introduction

Welcome to The Compassionate Mind Workbook. This book focuses on how developing compassion 
for ourselves and others can help us to navigate the ups, downs and struggles that are common 
in life. In the last twenty years there has been an increasing amount of research showing how 
practising compassion can change the way we think, feel and behave – and even how our bodies 
and brains work. It is easy for people to misunderstand compassion though – as something soft, 
fluffy, indulgent or even weak. In reality, compassion is one of the wisest and most courageous 
motivations we have! Think about it for a moment: it’s often a compassionate motivation that 
leads to training to join the services of fire, sea and air; it’s a compassionate motivation that leads 
us towards studying for many years to become part of a helping profession, such as a teacher, 
doctor or nurse. Indeed, any time we want to make a difference to somebody, to be helpful 
and supportive in times they are struggling, we are engaging our compassion motivation. If 
you take a moment to think about people who are known for being compassionate – maybe  
people like Jesus, Mahatma Gandhi or Nelson Mandela – these were not weak people but rather, 
people determined to bring a compassionate approach to the world. There is absolutely nothing 
weak, fluffy or soft about compassion; it is the most important of all our motives. The problem 
is that for many reasons we do not remember to work from this motivation, and instead act out 
of anger, hatred, fear, shame or even self-criticism and self-dislike.  

Although we will return to this in more detail in Chapter 4, it may be helpful early on to clar-
ify what compassion is, and what it isn’t. As one of our clients said to one of us: ‘The biggest 
problem with compassion is the word itself!’ This turned out to be an important insight and 
one shared by other clients, therapists and people in general when it comes to thinking about 
developing compassion.  

What’s in a word?
Some of the difficulties with compassion relate to the word itself. When we introduce the 
idea of compassion to people and ask them to name the words they feel are associated with 
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xiv The Compassionate Mind Workbook

it, many describe a variety of positively directed terms, including care, kindness, warmth, 
patience, empathy and understanding. However, sometimes people name negatively asso-
ciated words such as pity, weakness, indulgence, ‘letting myself off the hook’ and even 
‘wishy-washy’. 

Think about the word ‘compassion’ – does it have any negative associations for you? What 
do you not like about it?

Of course, if you do have some negatively loaded terms that pop up in your head, that’s 
not your fault. However, it might make it difficult for you to practise becoming more com-
passionate with yourself or others if that’s the case!  So to start with we just want to let you 
know that for us, compassion is none of those negative terms. 

In the approach we will take in this book, compassion is a ‘sensitivity to suffering in self 
and others, with a commitment to alleviate and prevent it’. So based on this definition, com-
passion requires certain qualities of mind. First, we need to develop a preparedness to pay 
attention to things that are difficult without turning away, avoiding, switching off, or simply 
reaching for that bottle of wine. This means we develop the courage to turn towards our 
own and others’ difficulties, not away from them. This book will explore how we develop 
the strength and courage that allows us to do this. Second, we need to develop wisdom in 
our desire to be caring and helpful; so unfortunately, good intention is not enough, we also 
need to develop a variety of skills that help us to work with our own and others’ difficulties 
and distress. Here’s an example: suppose you see somebody fall into a river. Because they 
look like they’re drowning, Baywatch style, you run up to the edge of the water and dive in to 
save them. Certainly a compassionate thing to do, right? Well yes, but only if you can swim. 
If you can’t, then sadly both of you are likely to drown, and this wouldn’t have been a com-
passionate behaviour. Here’s another example: if you wanted to be a doctor and help people, 
it would be important for you to pay attention to people’s distress, pain and suffering, but 
you would also need to study for many years to acquire wisdom to know how best to do 
this. You have intuitive wisdom about how many things in life involve the development of 

TCMWorkbook.indd   14 22/05/2019   12:13

The Compassionate Mind Workbook
© Chris Irons and Elaine Beaumont (2017)



Introduction xv

skills and knowledge – if you want to be good at the guitar, or golf, or teaching, what do you 
have to do? So we all know that practice, and the acquisition of skills, are important in many 
areas of life. 

It turns out that it’s the same for compassion, and our minds. The more we understand our 
minds and in particular, the more we understand how to look after them and cultivate them, 
the happier we’re likely to be. In our culture we teach many important subjects at school 
– maths, languages, science and so forth – but sadly, we don’t learn about how our minds
work, and the skills we need to practise to help create healthy and supportive relationships
with ourselves and others. In fact, unfortunately, much of modern life – our schools, work-
places and media – does the opposite; moving us into a competitive self-focus, with concerns
about the need to succeed, worrying about not being good enough, attractive enough or
talented enough. Research shows that we are increasingly dissatisfied with ourselves to the
point where we can struggle with mental health problems like anxiety and depression. This
is a tragedy of modern society, and for our minds and bodies.

However,  let’s  imagine  that you could develop  the  skills  and  learn  to find ways  to work 
with the difficulties we can face in life through focusing on your desire to be helpful, sup-
portive, strong and insightful. Imagine that you could learn how to slow down and tune in 
to your inner wisdom to help yourself with whatever difficulties you face. If that appeals to 
you then you’re reading the right book! This is what compassion training is all about, and 
why this book is for you. So if you’re someone who becomes self-critical when you make 
mistakes; or someone who worries about lots of things, like what other people think about 
you or your performance at work; or  if you find that you ruminate on problems, and the 
mistakes you feel you’ve made – imagine learning how to stand back, notice what’s hap-
pening in your mind, and being able to bring your compassionate courage and wisdom to  
the problem. 

It might be that reading this you’re thinking: ‘That’s not possible! I’ve always been a self- 
critical person/a worrier/someone who ruminates a lot.’ Or you might also be thinking: ‘But 
all of those things are important parts of who I am – I get through my difficulties by criticising 
myself/worrying/ruminating.’ This book will help you to practise developing a different 
way to treat yourself and others when things are difficult. It builds on considerable research 
that has found that by practising compassion we may become less self-critical, anxious, 
angry and depressed, whilst experiencing greater well-being and relationship satisfaction. 
Some of the training exercises we’re going to share (we’ll refer to them as Compassionate 
Mind Training or ‘CMT’ exercises) with you have been developed over many hundreds of 
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years in contemplative traditions. Others, however, have been developed from working with 
people who have a range of emotional difficulties, and were developed in a therapy called 
Compassion Focused Therapy (CFT). But you don’t need to be in therapy, or even feel like 
you need to be, to benefit from the ideas and practices that we’ll explore together in the com-
ing chapters. All of us will experience suffering in life – setbacks, failures, rejections, painful 
feelings and emotions and sadly, ill health and death. It is because of this that learning to 
develop our compassionate minds is something we can benefit from. 

So let’s take a journey into how we can develop our compassionate minds, and in doing so, 
learn how to bring compassion in to our everyday lives and help us deal with the difficulties, 
setbacks and fears that can so easily capture us and cause us distress.

How is the book organised?
The approach we are going to take is partly derived from Compassion Focused Therapy 
(CFT). In this therapy we use a lot of mind training practice, such as learning to pay attention 
in certain ways, behavioural practices, ways of imagining things to stimulate our brains and 
bodies, and developing identity based around the qualities of compassion. This book brings 
these exercises and practices to you in a structured way allowing you to gain the benefit of 
compassionate mind training. We’ve split the book into the following sections:

Section I: Why we need compassion 

In this section we’re going to look at some of the most important things we need to know 
about how our human mind actually got to be the way it is. We will explore ideas about 
how it works, and how it is so easy for us to be carried away with anger, anxiety and self-
doubt; why is it so easy for us to become tribal, hostile and aggressive to each other; and 
why it is so easy for us to struggle with a variety of mental health problems like depres-
sion,  even  though  our material  lives  are much  better  than  they were,  say,  five  hundred 
years ago. We will learn that whilst having wonderful abilities, the human brain has a lot 
of built-in problems because of the way it has evolved. When we really understand this, 
we can  then  see  that many of  the difficulties we have with  the way our minds work are 
not really our fault. However, this understanding doesn’t lead to giving up; rather, it 
can inspire us to learn how to take responsibility for our minds by learning certain mind  
training practices. 
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Section II: Understanding compassion

In the second section of the book, we’ll explore in more detail what we mean by compassion. 
We’ll explore some of the qualities that are helpful in building a compassionate mind, and 
outline how compassion has three ‘flows’: the compassion you have for other people, being 
open to compassion from others, and compassion for yourself (self-compassion). We’ll also 
take a look at some of the blocks and fears that can arise about compassion, and see how 
these can get in the way of developing our compassionate minds. 

Section III: Building capacity: Developing the foundations for our compassionate mind

The third part of this book focuses on helping us to create the sound foundations for com-
passion. Just like building a house first needs time spent on laying firm foundation stones, 
it’s helpful to consider a similar process for developing your compassionate mind. So in 
the chapters in this section, we’ll look together at cultivating your attention and awareness 
skills through various mindfulness practices, before going on to introduce ways that you 
can develop your positive emotion systems, which have been found to be powerful ways of 
helping us to manage our distress in life. 

Section IV: Developing our compassionate mind

In the chapters in this section we’ll help you to develop your compassionate mind. This will 
involve learning about and then practising exercises that are key to CMT – such as ‘com-
passionate self’ – and which with practice, can help people to manage their difficulties in a 
different way. 

Section V: Directing our compassionate mind: Compassion as flow

In these chapters we’ll explore how compassion can come in three different flows: to others, 
from others, and to ourselves (self-compassion). Just like the three legs of a stool, we want 
each of these ‘flows’ to be firm and steady, and we’ll outline different ways in which we can 
practise and strengthen our ability to do this.

Section VI: Developing the skills of our compassionate mind

In this section of the book, we’ll help you to focus your developing ‘compassionate mind’ in 
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some important ways – in shaping your motivation, attention, thinking, feelings and behav-
iour. In each of these areas we’ll help you to practise ways to guide your compassionate 
mind in skilful ways, which have been shown to help people manage the difficulties and 
distress in their life.

Section VII: Putting our compassionate mind to work with common difficulties

Now that you’ve got a firm grounding  in  the attributes and skills of your compassionate 
mind, we’ll  focus on how you can apply these skills to help with the common difficulties 
that many of us struggle with – difficulties with self-criticism, and struggles to manage our 
emotions. 

Section VIII: Looking forward: Sustaining our compassionate mind

In the final section, and in fact the final chapter of this book, we’ll spend time considering how 
to sustain the work you’ve done to develop your compassionate mind. We’ll explore common 
ways that people can get side-tracked or experience setbacks, and find ways to plan for these 
(as best as we can) whilst focusing on the intention to support yourself as you move forward. 

How to use this book
This book has been designed as a step-by-step guide to helping you develop your com-
passionate mind. As we’ve just highlighted, each section of this book contains a number of 
chapters to help you develop your understanding of, and skills to manage, the difficulties 
and distress you experience in life and to increase your wellbeing. We have set out each 
chapter so that there are opportunities for personal reflection on what you’ve been learning, 
and opportunities to learn and practise a variety of skills. 

Practise

As you proceed through the book, try and make a commitment to practise the techniques 
and skills in each chapter. It’s important to give yourself the time to practise the exercises 
in each chapter, even if some of them are tricky or you feel the urge to move on to the next 
exercise or chapter. Like learning most new skills, this takes a bit of practice and at times, 
patience – but over time will become easier. 
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The book aims to help you train your mind to compassionately respond to suffering and to 
bring balance to your life. In some of the chapters we have a helpful hints section and a com-
mon difficulties section to help you along the way. Go at your own pace, but remember the 
idea of ‘small steps’; so just as we learn to swim in the shallow end of the pool (rather than 
the middle of an ocean during a storm!), the same applies here. Take your time and grad-
ually build up your confidence through practising as often as you can. If you find yourself 
racing through exercises without really tuning in and connecting with them, then it might 
be helpful to take a pause, and return to trying them out at a later time in the day or week.

Be kind to yourself

Try to remember to be kind to yourself as you work through each chapter. This is especially 
the case if you are finding something difficult or have a setback – we all have setbacks and 
although we can learn from them, they can still be painful experiences. Sometimes here it can 
be helpful to start with reminding ourselves of our intention and focusing on our desire to 
learn how to be more caring and compassionate to ourselves, including in the moments we 
struggle. 

Case examples

To help bring some of the ideas and practices of this book alive, we have used a number of 
case examples throughout the book. These are mostly amalgamations of real people and 
our personal experiences. All names and personal details have been changed to protect 
anonymity. 
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