10 Common Barriers
to Self-Compassion....
a n d h ow to ov e r c o m e t h e m
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SELF-COMPASSION IN A NUTSHELL
Self-compassion is a simple concept. We can sum it up in six words: acknowledge your
suffering, respond with kindness.
Now obviously those six words don’t even begin to encapsulate the rich, multi-layered,
complex human experience of self-compassion. But they do summarise the two main
“themes” of self-compassion:
1) Mindfully acknowledging and validating the painful thoughts, feelings, and situations
you’re dealing with.
2) Being kind and caring to yourself, supporting yourself with kindness, courage and
wisdom, as you deal with the difficult challenges life is giving you.
The great news is, there are a vast number of ways we can develop self-compassion,
including lots of ultra-brief ACT techniques that don’t involve meditation. This is important
to know, because while some folks love meditative-style exercises, other folks really don’t
like them. For example, we may just do a bit of unhooking from self-judgment: “I’m having
the thought that I’m a loser”. Or we may just say something kind and encouraging to
ourselves – along the lines of what we’d say to a loved one in similar pain. Or we may very
simply acknowledge and validate our feelings.
These brief ACT interventions are all aspects or elements of self-compassion, and often
this is the best place to start. Now as it happens, I’ve already covered this in a previous
eBook on self-compassion (download here) so I’m not going to go over it again here.
The theme of this eBook is
different. This one’s about how
to overcome common barriers
to self-compassion. I hope you
find it useful for both your own
personal barriers and, if you’re a
therapist, for helping your clients
to overcome their barriers.
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BARRIER #1:
HOOKED BY ‘UNWORTHY’ STORIES & SELF-CRITICISM.
We may get hooked by self-critical thoughts such as, “I’m unworthy”, or “I don’t deserve
kindness,” or, “I’m not worth it”. This is especially common if we have a deep-seated habit
of self-loathing or self-hating; the very act of being kind to ourselves triggers even more
harsh self-criticism.
Antidote:
•
•
		

Drop anchor (If you don’t know what this means, read this eBook about it.)
Notice and name the story: “Aha! Here it is again! The ‘not good enough
story’. I know this one!”

Don‘t try debating with your mind by trying to convince it that you are deserving or worthy.
You are unlikely to win that debate. Instead, see that this is your caveman mind being
‘overly-helpful’. Its aim is to help you to be a more worthy individual, but it’s going about
this by trying to beat worthiness into you with a big wooden stick. So you could, with a
sense of humour, say, “Thanks mind. I know you’re trying to help – and it’s okay, I’ve got
this covered.” (If you’re not sure what I mean by “caveman mind” check out this eBook on
the topic.)
•
•
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Bring in any other defusion/ unhooking skills that you know, as needed.
Remember, if you’re extremely fused/ hooked, nothing is likely to work unless
you first drop anchor. And you may need to do this repeatedly.
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BARRIER #2:
HOOKED BY EMOTIONS
When attempting self-compassion, we may become hooked by difficult emotions such as
anxiety, sadness, guilt, or shame. For people with a deeply-entrenched pattern of selfloathing, first attempts at self-compassion often trigger high levels of anxiety.
Antidote:
•

Drop anchor

•

Notice avotion: “Aha! Here’s anxiety.”

•
		
•
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Practise an acceptance/ expansion exercise: observe the feeling, open up,
make room for it.
Keep dropping anchor
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BARRIER #3:
HOOKED BY POINTLESSNESS
Your mind says, “I don’t see the point of self-compassion. How’s this going to help me?”
Antidote:
•
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Get clear on the point of self-compassion, and the many benefits of
practising it regularly. Amongst other things, it enhances health and 		
wellbeing; increases vitality; builds resilience; strengthens relationships;
helps you cope with adversity and suffering; strengthens the immune system;
helps you handle painful feelings and strong urges, etc.
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BARRIER #4:
HOOKED BY THE WORD ‘SELF-COMPASSION’
The word ‘self-compassion’ is often problematic, it can trigger all sorts of negative
connotations in us. We may see it as something ‘wishy-washy’ or ‘new age’, or as
something ‘religious’, or as a sign of weakness, or in men, as something ‘effeminate’.
Some people even mistake it for ‘self-pity’ (which is usually defined as an excessive or
self-indulgent dwelling on one’s sorrows and misfortunes).
Antidote:
•
		

If you’re a coach or therapist, consider introducing the concept to your clients
without using the official term. Here’s how I do usually do this:

Imagine you’re going through a rough patch, one of the toughest ordeals you’ve ever had
to cope with in life. You’re facing all sorts of challenges, obstacles, difficulties. It’s painful
and stressful, and there’s no quick fix or easy solution. Now, as you go through this, what
kind of companion would you like by your side?
Would you want the kind of companion who says, with a cold, uncaring voice, “Suck it up,
princess. I don’t want to hear your whingeing and whining. What have you got to complain
about? There are starving kids in Africa, this is trivial. What’s wrong with you? Why are you
so weak? Just shut up and get on with it.”? Or the kind of companion who says, with a
kind and caring voice, “This is really tough. And I want you to know, I’ve got your back. I’m
going to help you get through this. I’m with you every step of the way.”?
It’s a no-brainer, right? All of us – even super tough men and women who work in the
armed forces and emergency services – would choose the second companion over
the first. Sadly, the truth is, most of us are a lot better at being kind, understanding
and supportive to others, than we are to ourselves. When we are in pain, we often treat
ourselves a lot more like the first companion than the second. What if we could learn to
treat ourselves like the second companion by acknowledging our own pain and difficulties
and responding to ourselves with genuine kindness and caring? In other words, treating
ourselves with the same warmth, caring and kindness that we’d extend to someone we
love or deeply care about, if they were in similar pain.
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BARRIER #5:
HOOKED BY HARSHNESS
Your mind says something like, “I have to be tough on myself. That’s what stops me from
screwing up.” Or ,“This is how I motivate myself.”
Antidote:
•
		
		

‘Carrot versus stick’: You have a pet donkey, right? And each day, your 		
donkey carries your goods to the market, right? And what’s the best way
to motivate that donkey to carry the goods: beat it with a stick or coax it 		
with a carrot? The more you rely on the stick, the more miserable, 		
		
battered and bruised your donkey becomes. The more you use carrots, the
		
healthier and happier your donkey will be. Yes, there’s no doubt that beating
		
your donkey with a big stick can be very motivating, but it sure doesn’t lead
		
to a happy healthy animal! And similarly, being hard on yourself doesn’t 		
		
make for a happy, healthy human being. So if you want to be happier and
		
healthier, there’s something much better than carrots, something we call
		“values”!
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•

Start using values to motivate yourself, instead of harsh self-judgment.

•

Follow all the same steps as for barrier # 1.
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BARRIER #6:
TOO ‘TOUCHY-FEELY’
I’m a big fan of ‘hold yourself kindly’ exercises that involve gently laying a hand on top of
your heart, or on top of a painful feeling in your body, and sending a sense of warmth and
kindness inwards. However, some people don’t like this kind of exercise – especially (in
my experience) tough guys and gals in the armed forces and emergency services. Indeed,
for some people, even the thought of touching their own body in this way, can trigger high
anxiety.
Antidote:
•
		
		
		
		
		
		
		

8

In such cases, you may want to do a non-touch version initially, which I call
the “Kind Energy” exercise. Basically, you hold your hands in front of 		
you, palms cupped and rest them gently in your lap. And you imagine 		
or visualise the cup of your palms filling up with kind energy. Then you 		
imagine or visualise that kind, warm energy flowing up your arms and into
your body, to suffuse and soften up around your painful feelings.
To download a free audio recording of the “Kind Energy” exercise: Click here.
But if even that is too much, then move to simpler, briefer, non-meditative
exercises, which we will explore in the next section.
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BARRIER #7:
TOO MEDITATIVE
Some people love meditative-type exercises that build self-compassion – e.g. the ‘loving
kindness meditation’. Of course, some people are not so keen on them - and some people
even get high anxiety every time they try to do one. So we really want to be flexible with
our methods.
Antidote:
•
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There are many brief ways of being self-compassionate that do not involve
meditative exercises. For example, as I said earlier, we may just do a bit of
unhooking from self-judgment: “I’m having the thought that I’m a loser”. Or
we may just say something kind and encouraging to ourselves, along the
lines of what we’d say to a loved one in similar pain. Or we may simply 		
acknowledge and validate our feelings. These brief ACT interventions are all
aspects or elements of self-compassion, and as I said earlier, you can find
plenty of ideas for how to do this in my previous eBook on the topic.
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BARRIER #8:
TOO OVERWHELMING
Some people find in-depth self-compassion exercises overwhelming, especially meditative
ones.
Antidote:
•
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If overwhelmed by difficult thoughts and feelings, take the approaches 		
covered in #1 and #2. Then opt for simpler, easier, non-meditative exercises,
that we covered in #7 and ease into it with “baby steps”.
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BARRIER #9:
RELIGIOUS CONCERNS
Some people see self-compassion as a religious practice, and this may be a problem
because a) they are anti-religious or b) they see it as coming from a religion that rivals
their own.
Antidote:
•
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Introduce it in a non-religious way that everyone can relate to, as covered
in #4. If, despite this, religious concerns arise, then have an honest 		
discussion about it. Discuss how self-compassion is an important part of
most, if not all, religions – but in the modern world it has become a 		
widespread secular practice, studied by scientists, and shown to have 		
enormous benefits for resilience, health and wellbeing. Also emphasise that
ACT is a secular, science-based approach and not religious in any way.
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BARRIER #10:
LITTLE OR NO EXPERIENCE OF RECEIVING
COMPASSION
Some people have had such hard lives, they have rarely if ever been on the receiving end
of genuine compassion from others. If so, they may find it extremely hard to generate selfcompassion because if you’ve never had it from others, it’s hard to give it yourself. This
this isn’t always so, but it is often the case.
Antidote:
•
		

Put effort into finding and building relationships with people who are likely to
be compassionate: caring friends, a loving partner, a kind therapist or doctor.

•
		

Join groups or communities or programs - religious, spiritual, self-		
development, self-help - anywhere that compassionate support is likely.

•
		

Look for examples of compassionate behaviour in the world around you,
including movies, books, TV shows, and in the people you know.

•
		

Practice being compassionate to others, then see if you can imagine what it
would be like to experience that for yourself.
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THE WRAP UP
The crucial thing to remember when it comes to self-compassion – whether you’re
developing it in yourself, or helping others to do so, is to be flexible. Modify your language
and modify your exercises to best suit the person that you are helping.

I hope this helps you in your own practice, and also with your clients.

All the best,
Russ
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