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Praise for The Compassionate Mind Approach to Building Self-Confidence:


‘This book will help you stop undermining yourself with debilitating self-criticism and start giving yourself the same kindness, encouragement and support you’d give to a good friend. With straightforward explanations of concepts and dozens of easy and practical exercises to “build self-confidence” through self-compassion, this book has the power to change your life.’


Kristin Neff, PhD, author of Self-Compassion; Associate Professor, University of Texas at Austin


‘Compassionate Mind approaches are one of the most exciting developments in cognitive behaviour therapy. Mary Welford has written an easy to read, interactive book that distils the core features of developing a different relationship with one’s mind and paradoxically building one’s self-confidence.’


Professor David Veale, Institute of Psychiatry, King’s College London


‘Hugely approachable, sympathetic and fun. I’d recommend this book to anyone wanting to improve their self-confidence. Chock-full of brilliant clinical metaphors and creative techniques, it will also be invaluable to any therapist wanting a primer on this fascinating area.’


Dr Sam Cartwright-Hatton, Clinical Psychologist and NIHR Fellow, University of Sussex


‘This is a wonderful book! Dr Welford has beautifully written a remarkable book that takes us to the heart of building self-confidence through developing self-compassion. This book is based on a robust science of mind that leads directly to sensitive and kind-hearted understanding of how we develop self-critical ways of coping with difficult and stressful life experiences. This book enables you to develop an empathic understanding of the origins of shame and also provides practical skills and techniques in developing a compassionate mind as the basis for self-confidence. This book is a highly accessible and practically useful means of developing and overcoming obstacles to self-compassion.’


Professor Andrew Gumley, University of Glasgow, UK


‘Dr Mary Welford’s book is helpful, informative and interesting. The book makes you feel very much “looked after”, and the inclusion of personal stories, including her own, gives the reader a sense of not being on their own. The approach is hugely relevant to those wishing to find their compassionate self and build their self-confidence.’


Erica Wakeman, reader
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Foreword


We have always understood that compassion is very important. The way we feel about ourselves and the way we think other people feel about us has a huge impact on our well-being. If we value and support ourselves we are more likely to successfully negotiate all that life throws at us. This is in contrast to being self-critical and feeling that there’s something wrong with us. However, it is not just common sense that tells us about the value of compassion. Recent advances in scientific studies have greatly developed our understanding of how compassion, both from ourselves and from others, can help us to treat ourselves in ways that are respectful and improve our sense of well-being.


We live in a world where we are constantly advised to judge, rate and evaluate ourselves. All around us are messages that we might not be good enough. Maybe our parents told us such things or maybe at school we were often the last one to be picked for the team. Of course, nowadays schools are constantly focused on tests, judgements and evaluations of all kinds. Over the last ten to twenty years, even competitions on television have become increasingly focused on which contestant will be thrown off the show. From Big Brother to cookery competitions, we see people anxiously waiting to find out if they will be the one voted off, the camera following those recently ejected in their tearful departures. This may well be good for television, but it doesn’t do a lot for our psychological well-being. It fosters the old view that only success and achieving and doing things can make us happy, and if we are not up to scratch or we do something wrong then we too will feel anxious, unhappy and tearful. So it doesn’t take much to recognize that our sense of belonging and community can be a lot more fragile than it used to be. Indeed our focus on self-esteem and achievement, at the expense of helping, sharing and nurturing our community, has been offered as one reason why depression and anxiety are on the increase in the modern world, especially amongst younger people.


What research tells us, however, is that if we learn to value and respect ourselves, if we treat ourselves and others with kindness even when things are going wrong, we are much more likely to be able to cope with setbacks and to be happier. Whilst striving for success is important, seeking to be compassionate to yourself and to others has been shown time and again to be associated with a sense of well-being. After all, it’s easy to become critical, harsh and rejecting when things go wrong, but the real measure of ourselves is whether we can be supportive and encouraging when life is tough.


In this important book, Dr Mary Welford uses her wealth of experience and knowledge in working with people with a whole range of psychological difficulties. She explores why our brains are so susceptible to reacting to life setbacks and difficulties in the way that they do and especially why we have a tendency to judge ourselves and be self-critical. Unlike other animals, we have a brain that is constantly thinking and judging. Imagine the zebra running away from a lion. Once the zebra has escaped, it will shortly settle down to feed again. However, this may not happen in humans because we can spend many days ruminating about what would have happened if we had got caught and fantasizing about the most horrible things. Zebras and chimpanzees don’t worry about what they’re thinking, what they look like or what other chimpanzees might be thinking about them! Humans, on the other hand, do – and all the time! We look in the mirror and think, ‘Oh gosh, is that really me? How come I have put on so much weight?’ Of course, we also think about our internal worlds – the fantasies, thoughts and feelings we have within us – and we can be critical of those too. Life becomes full of shoulds and shouldn’ts or oughts and ought nots or even musts and must nots. Again, no other animal thinks, judges, dislikes, fears or tries to avoid their fantasies, feelings and thoughts in the way that humans do. We call this self-criticism, and many people who struggle with self-confidence can be harsh and self-critical towards themselves. By slowing down it is possible to really explore the nature of our self-criticism and realize how constant and unpleasant it can be.


Now, of course, there are times when we certainly want to be aware of our mistakes and to improve. It’s not that we are never disappointed with how things turn out, but it’s more how we deal with this disappointment. Do we deal with it openly, honestly, kindly and supportively or harshly and aggressively, which actually makes us feel much worse? Compassion, as we will see, is not about being slapdash and careless; rather, it is about being generally supportive and encouraging to do our best!


Dr Welford helps us to understand that our susceptibility to getting caught up in negative ways of feeling and thinking about ourselves can be very unhelpful. She also helps us to recognize that, because of the way our brains are designed, it’s relatively easy for us to get into the habit of putting ourselves down. Indeed, this is a universal human trait and absolutely not our fault. After all, we didn’t design our brains with their various capacities for emotions, thoughts and fantasies. Nor did we design our capacities for complex thinking, and ruminating. And nor did we choose our backgrounds or our genes, both of which can make us more or less susceptible to being kind and supportive or critical of ourselves.


We all have different genes, talents, and abilities, and we come from a whole range of backgrounds. All these serve to make us slightly different from each other. So while some people are highly intelligent and win Nobel prizes, others are less so and struggle with basic reading and writing; while some people are great conversationalists, others are shy and struggle with what to say. A key message in this book, therefore, is that we all simply find ourselves ‘here’ and, whatever ‘the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune’, our relationship with ourselves is very important for how we cope with life. Research shows that the more compassionate we are towards ourselves, the happier we are, and the more resilient we become when faced with difficulties in our lives. In addition, we are better able to reach out to others for help, and feel more compassionate towards other people too, making us good to have as a friend.


Compassion can sometimes be viewed as being a bit ‘soft’ or ‘weak’, a question of just ‘being nice’ or ‘letting your guard down’ and ‘not trying hard enough’. This is a major mistake because, on the contrary, compassion requires us to be courageous and sometimes to be open to our painful feelings and to learn to tolerate them, to face up to our own problematic emotions and difficulties and the disappointments we can have of ourselves. Compassion does not mean turning away from emotional difficulties or discomforts, or trying to get rid of them. Compassion means noticing when we have been critical of ourselves and acted in potentially unhelpful ways and then making a deliberate choice to be compassionate, generating inner support and encouragement. So, it is not a soft option; rather, compassion simply means being sensitive and aware of our distress (and of the distress of others) with a genuine commitment to try to do something about it. There is nothing soft or weak in either of those two efforts. So, in fact, compassion helps us to build courage, honesty and commitment to learn to cope with the difficulties we face. It enables us to do things to and for ourselves that help us to flourish and take care of ourselves – not as a demand or requirement, but to enable us to live our lives more fully and contentedly.


In this book Dr Welford draws on her many years of experience as a clinical psychologist and psychotherapist, working with people who often feel bad about themselves for one reason or another. Maybe they carry shame from the past or are just disappointed that they can’t be the way they wish to be or more in control of their emotions. Dr Welford outlines a model of compassion that seeks to stimulate and build our self-confidence so that we can engage with things that we find difficult. She helps us learn how to develop a supportive friendship with ourselves that will help us when times are difficult.


The approach that Dr Welford takes is called a Compassionate Mind Approach because when we engage compassion it can influence our attention, thoughts, feelings and behaviour; in other words, how our mind operates as a whole. The Compassionate Mind Approach draws on many other well-developed approaches, including those of Eastern traditions such as Buddhism. In addition, Compassionate Mind Approaches, especially those that form part of Compassion Focused Therapy as seen here, are rooted in scientific understanding of how our mind works.


Undoubtedly, over the years our understanding of compassion and how to promote it will change and improve. One thing that doesn’t change, however, is the fact that kindness, warmth and understanding go a long way towards helping us when we suffer. In these pages you will find these qualities in abundance so you too can learn to be gentle, understanding, supportive and kind but also engaging and courageous when working through difficulties.


Many people suffer silently and secretly with a whole range of problems that can be linked to a lack of self-confidence and a tendency to be self-critical. Some feel ashamed or angry with themselves, others sometimes feel fearful of not being able to cope in particular ways. Sadly, shame can stop many of us from reaching out for help. But, by opening your heart to compassion, and recognizing our common humanity and vulnerability to suffering, we can take the first steps towards dealing with these difficulties in new and more effective ways. My compassionate wishes go with you on your journey.


Professor Paul Gilbert PhD FBPsS OBE


March 2012





Author’s Note


In years gone by I would have been unable to hand over the final draft of a book without experiencing crippling self-criticism. Today I can hold my self-criticism at bay and acknowledge the fact that this book is by no means perfect, but it is the best I can do at this moment in time and that’s OK. The application of this approach to my personal life has taught me this, for which I am truly thankful. This is just one of the reasons why I sincerely recommend it to others.





Preface


Compassion Focused Therapy (CFT) was developed by Professor Paul Gilbert of Derbyshire, UK. The ‘compassionate mind approach’ has been developed to describe aspects of this therapy that may be used as ‘self-help’. Paul has both helped and worked alongside a large number of people experiencing difficulties. He has also taught, supervised and mentored a team of therapists and researchers, who have been able to contribute to the development of the therapy. I am privileged to say I am part of this team.


The compassionate mind approach is informed by a wide range of theories and areas of research, such as evolution, neuroscience and psychology. It also uses a range of exercises that have been found to be helpful. Although some have been drawn from Eastern traditions, such as Buddhism, it is important to note that in CFT such exercises have been isolated from their religious or spiritual origins and are used on a purely secular basis.


In the compassionate mind approach we aim to build self-confidence through the development of self-compassion and choose not to focus on concepts such as ‘self-esteem’. (It’s not that we think the term self-esteem is necessarily unhelpful, but we tend to view it more as the natural outcome of having built self-confidence.)


There are many definitions of self-esteem but these are often linked to the feeling that you have achieved certain life goals and that, compared with other people, you’re doing OK. Work on self-esteem can therefore involve improving how you feel in comparison with others. When things are going well we can feel good about ourselves, but when we fall short of our own expectations, or those of others, we are prone to feeling bad. Although an improvement in self-esteem may be what you feel you want right now, in this book we are going to focus on self-compassion as a major tool towards building your self-confidence. In contrast to self-esteem, self-confidence and self-compassion come to the fore when things are going badly.1


 




Evolution: fact or fiction?


We all have different beliefs and it is understandable that not everyone reading this will believe the same things as I do. I obviously want to respect different views but also be true to how I see things. I believe in evolution. I personally believe that we have evolved from single-celled organisms, from reptiles and from apes. I believe that ‘natural selection’ had a central role in driving evolution, making certain traits, characteristics, physical attributes and skills more common and others less so. However, I am also aware that natural selection may not be the only influencing factor in this process. It might not be the only thing that accounts for how we are today. I personally believe that other answers will come from science but I am also aware that we may not know ‘for sure’.


Some people believe that something or someone else had a role to play in the process of evolution and has guided things. Others believe that human beings were created and are not descended from any other animal life. If these or any other beliefs make you question what is written here, please do not simply turn away.


Hopefully, we can agree that we all have a very complicated brain that has evolved at least since human beings existed (and that in itself is a very long time). In addition, our brain development is influenced by our experiences, and we will look at this in a lot more detail later. As such, our brain is equipped with many amazing capacities but with many difficult and conflicting things as well, all of which we have to deal with and work out. I hope that agreeing this may assist those who don’t believe in evolution to still get something out of this book.





Self-compassion, in particular, helps us think about ourselves as being similar to other people with the same difficulties, rather than judging ourselves against them. Self-compassion both encourages us and provides us with a way of supporting ourselves. It doesn’t depend on being successful, in the way that self-esteem might, or on being overly optimistic. Self-compassion helps us to treat ourselves in a way that brings out our best qualities. As we will see, it’s no easy option – it can be quite tough, in fact – but the aim of this book is to help build self-confidence through self-compassion.


It starts by outlining the way in which the compassionate mind approach views self-confidence. With a better understanding of how the human emotional systems behave and regulate each other, you will be made aware of how you may be undermining yourself. To counteract this you will then be guided through a range of exercises aimed at building your self-confidence.



How to Use This Book




When is it best to do this work?



‘The time to repair the roof is when the sun is shining’


– J. F. Kennedy, 87th State of the Union Address, 1962


If you decided to learn to swim it wouldn’t be advisable to throw yourself in at the deep end. Instead you would probably start by going to your local pool at a quiet time, getting into the shallow end, and gradually progressing to more and more difficult challenges as you built up your confidence with being in the water.


It may be helpful for you to think about how you go about following the exercises in this book in a similar way. In other words, start gradually, when things are relatively ‘easy’ for you. I use this term very loosely because, of course, life is very rarely easy, but it is likely that there are some times in your day, week, month or even year that are better suited to certain tasks than others. Choose to start when you can predict things will be less hectic and you will have the time and space to focus your efforts.



Take your time



One of the fundamental principles guiding the compassionate mind approach is that intellectual understanding does not necessarily bring about emotional change. In other words, while on an intellectual level we may know that we are loved or accepted by others, on an emotional level we may not feel it. Although many of the exercises in this book aim to address this gap between thinking and feeling, potentially one of the most powerful things you can do throughout this work is to take time to reflect and allow what you have learnt to ‘sink in’. In other words, think about how the information you have been given relates to you and your own situation, regularly pausing to consider this for seconds, minutes, hours or longer.


Make a record of this process too. Something as simple as writing notes, and reviewing them in the future, can help you further narrow the gap between knowing something and feeling it.



Practical preparation



This book incorporates a number of worksheets, additional copies of which are freely available from the Compassionate Mind website (www.compassionatemind.co.uk). To supplement the worksheets I would encourage you to purchase, find or make a journal or notebook in which you can keep ongoing notes and reflections. In addition, you can use it for exercises such as writing compassionate letters.


Many people find it helpful always to use a specific pen or pencil when undertaking these tasks. I personally associate Biros with work and they can therefore trigger associated thoughts or feelings. For this reason I always use a fibre-tip pen when writing my journal. View these items as props to support you in building your self-confidence. In years to come they will act as a reminder of how far you have come in the development of your self-confidence and as a prompt for the practices it may be helpful for you to continue.



Book structure



The book consists of two key stages. The first involves looking at the concept of self-confidence in the context of our evolution, biology and life experiences. This will be the main focus of Chapters 1 to 3. The second stage involves exercises that help to build self-confidence by the application of self-compassion.


In the last chapter you will be encouraged to reflect upon which parts you have found most helpful, and utilize these to continue building your self-confidence in the future. In order to help you with this a personal practice summary sheet, containing a list of all the exercises that may be beneficial to you, is provided on pages xxviii–xxxii. Next to each exercise, space has been left for you to make notes on how useful you found it and any additional thoughts for your future guidance. Some of the exercises included here may be things you choose to do daily or weekly, while others may be things you do much less frequently.2


Finally, although self-help can be beneficial, in some circumstances it may not be enough. There is no shame in this – it’s the reason why friends and family members confide in each other, and why I and thousands of other psychological therapists have jobs. At such times we can all best help ourselves by requesting or accepting help from others, be they friends, family or professionals. If you think you require professional help, speak to your General Practitioner who should be able to advise you about the options open to you.
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1   If you’re interested you can look at Kristin Neff’s website (www.self-compassion.org) for further discussion of the distinction between self-compassion and self-esteem.


2   This book also contains a range of exercises that are not included in the summary sheet. This is because they are not to be used as ‘personal practice’, but instead illustrate and illuminate particular points raised by the author, to aid reflection on the reader’s journey, or to help them work through initial obstacles.
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	Self-confidence is Something We Build and Maintain, Not Something We Have
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Our level of self-confidence can have a huge impact on the way things turn out for us. Take Jim, for example. He wanted to ask Becky out, but when he bumped into her his self-confidence failed him. Instead of suggesting they go out, he ended up talking about something completely different. ‘What an idiot!’ he told himself afterwards. Whether it be taking exams, going for job interviews, sorting out conflicts, taking up a new hobby, making friends, or any other form of initiative-taking, the outcome can be greatly influenced by the level of self-confidence with which we approach the task. And all of us, at some point in our lives, feel we could do with a bit more of it.


So what is self-confidence? If you look in a dictionary you’ll find definitions such as ‘trusting in one’s abilities’, ‘having belief in oneself’ or ‘having assurance in oneself’. Self-confidence is actually difficult to define because it will differ from person to person. It may be summarised as the way each person feels about him or herself, in relation either to things they want to do or their own persona.


You will probably have noticed that your self-confidence varies from day to day, situation to situation. In certain arenas we can feel very self-confident, yet in others we feel almost exactly the opposite. Sometimes we find that in two seemingly similar situations our self-confidence levels vary widely. This can be both puzzling and frustrating.


But our self-confidence is not restricted to the way we react in certain situations, or how we believe we will be perceived by others. Self-confidence in relation to our own personality, thoughts and feelings, the things we like about ourselves and the things we don’t, can greatly influence the lives we lead.



Where Does It All Start?



While it is true that some babies seem naturally more sociable and robust than others, it is difficult to pinpoint exactly where this starts. It is likely to be influenced by our genetics, time in the womb and experiences in the early days and weeks post-birth. However, for all of us, the interesting thing about self-confidence is that we all build it by first not having any. Think about how you first learnt to walk. It is likely that you initially struggled to your feet, fell over, cried, and then got to your feet once more. This will have happened over and over again until eventually you were running about and climbing trees.


In those early days you just knew what to do, and this helped build your self-confidence. What happens later on, in our adult lives? How would/did you develop the self-confidence to drive a car, for instance? After all, almost everyone who finds themselves behind the wheel of a car for the first time will lack self-confidence, and anxiety may be ‘sky high’.


But step by step, by continuing to learn despite your anxiety, self-confidence builds until eventually you become a reasonable driver. So building self-confidence is about developing ourselves by doing things despite our anxiety.


This is one of the key principles of this book – self-confidence is something we build. Even if you are starting from the point of having little or no self-confidence in a specific area, or indeed a range of different situations, with time and effort there is great potential for change. You can build your self-confidence.


However, like many things in life self-confidence is something we also need to work to maintain. And so this book is all about the processes by which we first build and then maintain self-confidence.



The First Secret of Building Self-confidence: Beware of Your Own Undermining



Before we look in more detail at the ways in which self-confidence is built, we need to be aware of a very important fact. One of the reasons we may lack self-confidence is because we ourselves actually undermine it – we simply don’t allow it to grow and develop. Indeed one of the key things that we will explore in this book is how and why we undermine our own self-confidence, and what we can do to prevent this from happening.


Let’s consider the case of Jim again. On the spot, and faced with Becky, he felt anxious and panicked by the situation. With images and thoughts about himself running through his mind, he imagined he looked awkward, red-faced, clammy and stupid. He thought to himself: ‘There’s no point in trying, I’ll only make a hash of it. Who would want to go out with me anyway? She’s bound to say no.’ So rather than risk this outcome he avoided asking her.


In contrast, now imagine that in the days or weeks before bumping into Becky, whenever Jim pondered asking her out, he had thought to himself: ‘This is going to be difficult, so I’ll practise what to say . . . talk to a friend . . . get some advice.’ If Jim had been able to do this, the outcome might have been very different.


Most people will be able to empathize with aspects of Jim’s undermining thoughts but notice that when he is able to generate inner support he realizes and acknowledges both his anxiety and his lack of self-confidence. It is not that he is suddenly super-confident and free of anxiety. Instead he recognizes it is going to be difficult and works through, in a self-supportive way, how he can prepare and approach it. This is in marked contrast to the way he previously undermined his own self-confidence by telling himself rather unpleasant things.


As another example of self-undermining, imagine learning to drive while constantly telling yourself: ‘I’ll never get the hang of this . . . I’m bound to crash . . . the instructor’s just not telling me how bad I am because she wants her weekly fee.’ This way of thinking can’t help but undermine you and make you feel much more anxious than you need to be. Of course it is not just our thoughts that can undermine us in such a situation; often it is how we feel about ourselves that can be our own undoing. If we feel stupid, inept and incompetent, this can, in turn, lead to undermining thoughts, images, and debilitating anxiety.


By contrast, suppose you think to yourself: ‘It’s perfectly normal to feel anxious, crash the gears, bump into the kerb and have cars blowing their horns at me – I am a learner after all.’ Imagine simultaneously viewing that scenario with a sense of courage, acceptance and empathy for your own situation. If this were the case you would be far more likely to be able to ride the ups and downs of the learning process successfully.



The Second Secret of Building Self-confidence: Self-compassion



During the course of this book we are going to talk a lot about self-compassion so at this point it would be helpful to consider what does and does not constitute compassion.


People have a range of ideas about compassion. The simplest definition is a sensitivity to the pain (be it psychological or physical) that we and/or others may experience plus a motivation and genuine commitment to relieve it. It is the latter part of this definition that is most often overlooked. People often omit the more active component of compassion while emphasizing its elements such as kindness, warmth3 and gentleness.4


While in certain situations self-compassion may predominantly involve these qualities, the compassionate mind approach also stresses the importance of other key aspects of compassion – such as our ability to encourage, support and even push ourselves at the appropriate times. Self-compassion is not about sitting in a bath surrounded by candles, buying yourself some flowers, or treating yourself to something lovely to eat – or not unless such things are in your best interests. Self-compassion is about recognizing when we are struggling, and making a commitment to do what we can to improve things for ourselves, step by step. As such, it may involve making a commitment to get fit, eat a healthier diet or develop a hobby. It may involve facing a specific situation despite feeling high levels of anxiety, or letting yourself cry or feel angry about something that has happened because you need and deserve to do so. It may also be about addressing problems with drinking, drugs or overeating,5 or anything else that is holding you back in life.


To illustrate this, let’s think about Helen. She had been suffering from agoraphobia and had been a prisoner in her own house for over ten years without having the self-confidence to address the problem. Developing self-compassion did not involve her saying ‘There there, never mind’, and then surfing the net to buy herself lots of lovely things to compensate. Developing self-compassion in Helen’s case meant warmly acknowledging that, in her own best interests, things needed to change. Self-compassion then involved her taking courageous steps to build her self-confidence in this respect, until eventually she opened her front door and stepped out on to the street despite feeling intense fear. Self-compassion for her meant that she reassured herself when things went wrong, recognized the difficult steps she was taking, and then courageously continued towards her goal.



Conclusions



In this opening chapter we have seen that self-confidence is something we build – not something we are simply born with. The way we go about building our self-confidence is crucial because we all need to be able to function while living with anxiety and uncertainty. It’s this process of how we keep going when things get difficult for us that is central to the compassionate mind approach. By learning how to be compassionate to yourself, you will have a greater chance of building the self-confidence that will sustain you in times of difficulty.



And finally...



Having read this first chapter, and at the end of each subsequent one, I would encourage you to take some time to reflect on it and make a few notes in your journal or notebook. These may be on points you particularly wish to remember or on the way in which you think the topics discussed in this chapter may apply to you personally.


 


 


3   The term ‘warmth’ within the context of compassion refers to a sense of emotional warmth (rather than temperature!).


4   It is also worth noting that many cultures define the word ‘compassion’ slightly differently. In Chapter 5 we will look at this in more detail.


5   If you want to know more about this, Kenneth Goss has written a book for the Compassionate Mind series specifically looking at ways of addressing overeating: The Compassionate Mind Approach to Beating Overeating.
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