
The Surprising Power of Self-Compassion

By Gemma Alexander

Editor's note: This article was sponsored by THIRA Health.

“Compassion has horrible PR! People equate it with indulgence or wimpiness,” says
Susan Pollak, Ed.D., cofounder of the Center for Mindfulness and Compassion at
Harvard University and author of “Self-Compassion for Parents.” But compassion,
and especially self-compassion, is exactly what parents need when parenting gets
tough.

Kristin Neff, Ph.D., literally wrote the book on self-compassion. The associate
professor of educational psychology at the University of Texas at Austin studies self-
compassion and is the author of “Self-Compassion: The Proven Power of Being Kind
to Yourself.” Yet for her, self-compassion is more than an academic concept. It is a
critical tool that has helped sustain her through the sometimes intense experience of
parenting a child with autism.

The science of self-compassion

Part of self-compassion’s bad rap comes from it being confused with self-care, a term
that has been co-opted by advertisers. Scientists know that self-compassion is so
much more than bath bombs and scented candles. “At this point, there are more than
1,500 [scientific] articles on how self-compassion improves motivation, relationships,
PTSD recovery, stress management — the research is so powerful,” says Pollak.

Self-care, self-kindness and self-compassion have overlapping definitions and are
often used interchangeably, but to professionals like Pollak and Neff, there are
important differences. Before self-care became another way to say “Treat yo’self!” it
was used by medical professionals to describe self-sustaining behaviors that prevent
burnout, such as adequate sleep, exercise and healthy eating.

You know what’s good for you, so trust your judgement.

Self-kindness adds an emotional element of avoiding judgement and harsh criticism.
It is a mirror image of the Golden Rule: treating yourself with the same kindness with
which you treat others and that you hope they would extend to you in return.

“Self-compassion is the same experience as compassion for others. It comes from
Latin, ‘to suffer with.’ So, there is an inherent connectedness,” says Neff. “It’s
different from self-pity, where you think, ‘My experience is worse or abnormal.’ Self-
compassion recognizes ‘This is the human experience.’”

Pollak puts it this way: “It’s like industrial-strength kindness.” 

Is self-compassion an indulgence? No.

“Self-care and self-compassion both seek to alleviate long-term harm. They are not
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always as pleasant in the short term [as self-indulgence],” explains Neff. You might
enjoy treating yourself to cake in front of the TV more than going to the gym, but you
know staying fit will make you feel better in the long run. If you’re worried about
knowing the difference between cutting yourself some much-needed slack and
slacking off, Pollak suggests asking the questions “How does this help?” and “Is it
wholesome?”

“Tap into your own values. You know what’s good for you, so trust your judgement,”
says Pollak. Using your values as a guide can help you make sure your self-care is
actually taking care of you.

Because self-care is a long-term strategy focused on preventing burnout, it is also
limited: It doesn’t help in heated moments. In those moments when your kid is
having a very public meltdown or you’re trying to make dinner to a soundtrack of
squabbling, what you need is self-compassion.

Self-compassion can help you respond better in a crisis.

“The human brain empathically resonates with others’ emotions. It sounds woo-woo,
but the brain really does that,” says Neff. Parents and children are especially in tune
and communicate emotions pre-verbally. (Google “mirror neurons” to learn more
about this cool brain science.) Parents can reverse the feedback loop of heightened
emotions by calming themselves through self-compassion exercises.

Self-compassion 101

Pollak notes, “Self-compassion is a set of skills that can be learned and developed.”
But even when they are convinced of the benefits, many people don’t think they have
time to practice new skills. Especially when their children are very young, parents
often feel like they don’t have five minutes to spare, let alone an hour for a class or 45
minutes for meditation.

But even a single slow, mindful breath can help you calm down enough to remember
your best parenting skills and respond to a situation appropriately. “Breathe in for
you and out for your child,” suggests Neff.

A regular self-compassion practice can be boiled down to a mental exercise that takes
less than one minute. It can even be done with your eyes open (since you can’t always
afford to take your eyes off your child!). It’s an exercise that has survived trial by fire
— Neff even used it successfully when her young son had a tantrum in the middle of a
cross-country flight. The steps are simple.

1. Take note, label.

You can’t solve a problem without identifying it. You already know that the external
problem is your child’s tantrum or that your kids are hangry because dinner is late.
But give yourself a moment to name your feelings so you can address those, too. You
might be feeling frustrated, helpless, incompetent or simply fed up.

2. Remember your common humanity.

Remember that you are not the first parent to experience uncomfortable emotions.
Even if the details of your circumstances are unusual, your feelings are not. Every
parent has experienced the feelings you just named. Remember that these
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experiences and feelings are part of parenting and you don’t have to take them
personally.

3. Give yourself kindness.

Now that you’ve remembered that this situation is not happening because you are a
bad person or a bad parent, or because you have the worst kids ever, you can skip the
negative self-talk. Instead, give yourself a pat on the back — maybe even literally. “It
seems weird at first to talk to yourself as if you were talking to another person, but
with practice it helps give you perspective,” says Neff. Tell yourself what you would
tell a dear friend in the same situation: “This is hard, but it’s going to be okay. You’ve
got this.”

“People have a lot of experience showing compassion to others. We just need to give
ourselves permission to show it to ourselves. Women in particular are socialized to
think of others’ needs first, that it’s selfish to think of ourselves. That is so harmful,
because it robs us of the ability to do what we’re asked to do,” says Neff. Not only does
self-compassion make caregiving more sustainable, our children benefit from the
calm we give ourselves. So, by all means, splurge on that manicure if it makes you feel
good. But for long-term health and a happier experience of parenting, treat yourself
to some self-compassion.

Self-compassion resources

Self-Compassion: Kristin Neff’s website provides more information about self-
compassion as well as a test that will help you find out how much compassion you
show yourself.

Dr. Susan Pollak: Susan Pollak’s website offers free meditation practices, blog posts
on parenting, interviews, podcasts and more.

Center for Mindful Self-Compassion: The Center for Mindful Self-Compassion offers
a range of workshops and training opportunities, including Mindful Self-Compassion
(MSC), an eight-week in-person course developed by Neff.

Community of Mindful Parenting: The Community of Mindful Parenting supports
parents in the greater Seattle area with mindful parenting practices through classes,
special events, articles and a Facebook forum.

The Center for Compassion and Altruism Research and Education at Stanford
(CCARE): CCARE investigates methods for developing compassion and promoting
altruism within individuals and society through research, scientific collaborations and
academic conferences.

Ten Percent Happier With Dan Harris, “Meditation, Therapy, and ‘Murderous Rage'”:
In this podcast interview, Pollak talks about dealing with anger toward one’s child
and finding ways to introduce meditation and mindfulness into everyday practice.   

Further reading

“Self-Compassion for Parents: Nurture Your Child by Caring for Yourself” by Susan
Pollak, Ed.D.

“Self-Compassion: The Proven Power of Being Kind to Yourself” by Kristin Neff,
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Ph.D.

“Science Explains the Connection Between Self-Compassion and Success” (Forbes
magazine) by Kristin Neff, Ph.D.

“The Five Myths of Self-Compassion” (Greater Good Magazine) by Kristin Neff, Ph.D.
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