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Dr Jennifer Swanston and Dr Katherine Hodson

We are clinical psychologists who specialise in working with young people and their families. We are also both parents ourselves and have personal experience of the highs and lows of parenting.

We worked in the same UK National Health Service at various times, supporting young people and families who did not engage with typical behavioural approaches. This meant that we had to adapt our style to make sure we fully met the young people’s needs, recognising that many had very difficult, sometimes traumatic experiences or had a particular way of seeing the world. This is how we originally connected, realising that we shared many similarities in our practice, such as flexibility, patience, the willingness to learn from our families and, above all, compassion. Over time, we both moved into private practice. This gave us the freedom to explore different therapeutic approaches, based upon the needs of each family and young person. Compassion-focused therapy was the glue that linked everything together for us.

We noticed a lack of books on compassionate parenting, despite parents’ growing need for support. Therefore, our goal with this book was to share this compassionate parenting approach in as reader-friendly a way as possible.

We also roped in Katherine’s teenage son, who provided us with some illustrations to help capture the essence of what we are saying and bring a little fun into the crazy world of parenting.
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THE COMPASSIONATE MIND APPROACH

The self-help books in this series are based on compassion focused therapy (CFT, developed by series editor Paul Gilbert). This brings together an understanding of how our mind can cause us difficulties but also provides us with a powerful solution in the shape of mindfulness and compassion. It teaches ways to stimulate the part of the brain connected with kindness, warmth, compassion and safeness, and to calm the part that makes us feel anxious, angry, sad or depressed.
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Foreword by Professor Paul Gilbert

It is interesting becoming a grandparent and looking back on how I parented my own children. My grandmother, who was a parent from the 1920s to 40s, would say, ‘Parenting is fairly straightforward. Children just need to feel safe and loved.’ There is indeed wisdom to that, but making this a reality can be harder than we realise. There were certainly many causes of stress in earlier times but, gosh, how things have changed in the last eighty years – not least because there are now lots of studies about the impact parenting has on our children’s psychological and physical development. In addition, we are now in a world of mobile phones, internet, social media and multiple television channels.

The problem is, we are trying to parent our children in totally abnormal environments. For millions of years, we lived in small groups of hunter-gatherers in which children were brought up by the community. A distressed child, or one looking for play, was just as likely to go to an aunt or uncle who lived only yards away as to their parent. We no longer live in open, collective spaces, where we can move in and out of our dwellings freely. Instead, we live in constructed boxes called houses and flats where it can be impossible to get away from each other, and friends and relatives are a lot more than just a few steps away. To put this another way, the stresses of child-rearing are not distributed through networks but placed much more directly on one or a couple of individuals. This type of stress can easily give rise to a sense of entrapment and simply wanting to get away, as well as to feelings of loneliness and isolation.

Drs Swanston and Hodson help us see these key themes about how and why parenting in the modern world, in spite of all the medical advances, can be difficult, tricky, stressful and distressing. Although the folksy guidance of grandmothers is useful and kindly meant, it can also set us up to have unrealistic expectations not equipped for the pressures and challenges of modern living. Not only are there stresses linked to poverty but also to managing complex roles and demands. We are called on to guide and help our children cope with the increasing competitive pressures of school, keeping up with constant new technologies and fashions, and with various invasive forms of social media that undermine rather than promote confidence. Modelling compassion means we can help our children not be over-absorbed in the storms of early life.

Although interest in compassionate ways of living are ancient, the last thirty years have seen an extraordinary development in our understanding of how compassion can affect our brains and bodies, our sense of self and relationships. Crucially, The Compassionate Parenting Workbook draws heavily on the science of compassion and offers important insights into how and why it can be very difficult even to want to be compassionate.

The authors make clear that compassion is about the way we are sensitive to life’s problems, distress, needs, disappointments and setbacks, with an approach that doesn’t undermine our experiences or lead to avoidance, but enables us to face these challenges and work out what best to do. Often compassion requires courage because we are moving towards things that are painful or difficult. It also requires wisdom because we have to work out how to address difficulties in a way that is going to be helpful rather than well-intended but ultimately unhelpful.

Crucial to parenting, and laid out clearly in this book, is recognising that none of us chose to be here with a particular gender, ethnicity and set of talents (or lack of them). We did not choose anything about our brain nor the emotions and dispositions that emerge from it. How many of us would like to be calmer when actually our brain insists on going into a spin of anxiety or frustration? How many of us would like to stay perfectly in control when our children are having a tantrum at the point we have to take them to school? In fact, if you think about it, none of the emotions that cause us distress are ones we actually choose. Compassion helps us understand that we experience what we experience because of how DNA has built our tricky brains. So that’s not our fault. The key question is, can we teach ourselves how our brain generates these emotions and motives? What’s the best way of working with a brain that can create havoc in our minds against our will?

This is where compassion comes in, because it helps us to back away from blaming and shaming and to bring to the fore genuine care and concern about our minds. Rather than being rushed along by the stresses of life, our disappointments in ourselves or self-criticisms, a compassionate mind can guide us through these.

Drs Swanston and Hodson write clearly about things that, as a parent, I wish I had known over forty years ago. They have written a lovely guide for parents on how to be compassionate, and to see that compassion is not the same as kindness or niceness (though these are good things too). By making compassion central to our parenting, they show us how to strengthen our relationship with our child (who has also been built by DNA and has a tricky brain that can be immature, needy and impulsive). Compassionate parenting is also a way of helping our children understand the nature of compassion as they move through childhood into adolescence. Making it central to their self, identity and way of living is so important for their wellbeing and relationships.

The essence of compassionate parenting is understanding why we have troubling emotions; that sometimes we just want to get away and not have to be a parent anymore; that sometimes we become more frustrated than we feel comfortable with; and that sometimes we may feel disappointment because our children are not the way we want them to be or thought they would be. Compassion helps us enable our children to unfold as themselves even when this is not always so easy, helping us to ride these realities and learn from them.

Professor Paul Gilbert PhD FBPsS OBE

January 2025




1 Compassionate Parenting

An Introduction

Most of us hear opinions about parenting before we become parents ourselves − many of which are focused on the idea that parenting is ‘the best job in the world’. While there is no doubt that being a parent brings wonderful experiences and memories, and can be truly special . . .

Parenting can also be tough and it can trigger some of our difficult emotions.

And it doesn’t matter what people (including our own parents!) say to warn us before we become a parent, parenting is harder than we expect and possibly the hardest job in the world.

[image: ]

Many people have commented on this over the years, often using humour to highlight their message. Some of our favourites are:

‘The thing about parenting rules is there aren’t any.
That’s what makes it so difficult.’

Ewan McGregor (Scottish actor)

‘Having children is like living in a frat house – nobody sleeps,
everything’s broken, and there’s a lot of throwing up.’

Ray Romano (American actor and comedian)


‘My biggest parenting conundrum: why is it so hard to put
someone who is already sleepy to sleep?’

Chrissy Teigen (American model)

A BPI Network Survey in 2018 found that out of two thousand parents in the US and Canada, 88% reported believing that parenting today is harder than when they were growing up. Worryingly, 63% of the parents surveyed were experiencing parental burnout and 40% of these rated this burnout as having a significantly negative impact upon their lives. This tells us that it is common to find parenting difficult, which may relate to the following reasons:

• Humans are naturally group-living animals and in our past (e.g. when we lived in small hunter–gatherer groups), we would have parented in a community, not in isolation. You may have heard the saying, ‘It takes a village to raise a child.’ But this no longer happens for most people in our modern world

• Parents now tend to have less contact with babies and young children before having children themselves, which can make it difficult to know how to deal with the inevitable struggles of parenting

• Parents are bombarded with information on social media and from scientific research. This may set unrealistic expectations (e.g. losing baby weight within three weeks of giving birth) and give conflicting data on what you should and shouldn’t be doing as you parent. For example, we are told not to feed our children solids before six months, but we are also told to feed our children peanuts from four months to reduce the risk of a nut allergy

From our combined years of experience supporting children, parents and families, we are acutely aware that there is no one model that fits all young people when it comes to parenting strategies and techniques. What can be incredibly helpful for one child simply does not work well with another.

Why do I need to use compassionate parenting?

It is natural to ask the question, ‘Why should I read this book?’, given the great number of parenting books available to buy, plus the parenting blogs and online resources that can be accessed relatively easily. We believe that the compassionate parenting approach differs from other parenting books and materials you have read in the past. Compassion is a motivational system that organises how the brain thinks and how the body responds, building on our basic desire to be caring. It gives us an approach to turn to when things get tricky. This helps you tailor your parenting approach to best suit your needs and those of your child.

The more traditional parenting strategies proposed over the years primarily focus on changing parental responses to children’s behaviour. One example of this is using reward systems (such as sticker charts) to reward our children when they act in a helpful or positive way, to encourage our children to undertake more of this behaviour. These interventions have been researched and there is good evidence to show that they are helpful in reducing children’s social, emotional and behavioural problems. However, recent research has shown that adding compassion to these parenting approaches can have even more of an impact. For example, a study in Vietnam looked at supporting grandparents who were greatly involved in bringing up their grandchildren. This study showed that adding a compassion-focused module to the more traditional parenting programme resulted in a significant reduction in the conflicts and tensions that arose between these grandparents and the children’s parents. The same positive effect was also observed in the children’s behaviour.

What is compassion?

Our model for parenting is based on the compassion-focused therapy approach proposed by Professor Paul Gilbert over twenty years ago, who has been developing it ever since. A great deal of research has been done into this approach and it is based on evidence and our knowledge of evolution, the body, brain (neuroscience), social development and behaviour (psychology).

Compassion-focused therapy integrates various ideas and approaches with compassion. But what is compassion?

Compassion comprises several elements:

• We notice and pick up on the cues of suffering or need that may be happening to ourselves or to others, including our children

• We recognise that suffering is universal – everyone faces tough times throughout their lives

• We feel sympathy and often concern for the person who is finding something difficult


• We may have to tolerate our own distress when spotting the distress in another person or in ourselves

• We are motivated to work out what to do that will be helpful to ease the suffering

So, overall, we can define compassion as:

A caring motivation that makes us sensitive to the suffering in ourselves and others, with a commitment to trying to relieve and prevent the suffering.
 
Compassion has three core components, which we will describe in more detail in this book:

1. Wisdom – being in tune with our children’s needs and working out the parenting actions that are likely to be most helpful

2. Strength to face difficult emotions and parenting situations, rather than avoiding them

3. The caring commitment – to reduce distress in a way that is helpful and not harmful to us and our children. We may use passive caring actions (such as cuddling and comforting our children) or active forms of caring (such as giving our children specific strategies to help them in a difficult moment)

A common misconception is that compassion is merely being kind. Compassion can involve kindness, but at other times it may be more about being courageous and strong.

Take these examples:

• A nurse supporting a patient with a highly infectious disease, such as Ebola

• Firefighters running into a burning building during 9/11 in New York

How would you describe the actions of the nurse and firefighters?

Compassion is not weak, indulgent or selfish. It is wise, strong and courageous.

Being compassionate is hard work and involves many skills, including how to pay attention to distress, being motivated to respond to a person’s distress, and having sympathy and empathy.

In this book, we will at times ask you to consider your own experiences, emotions and responses, and this can be hard to do. We will be guiding you towards understanding situations in a way that is not harsh or critical but, rather, is compassionate to yourself and to your children.


Don’t be fooled. There are times when being critical and harsh can be dressed up as compassion. We cannot change our brains. We cannot change our emotions. We all feel anxious, angry, shameful, guilty and sad at times. We can be our own worst critic. This is part of being human.

There is an old legend called The Story of the Two Wolves. One day a grandfather was playing with his young grandson while telling him about the internal struggles we all have. He tells his grandson that there are two wolves that fight inside each of us. One wolf is kind, compassionate, joyful, wise, faithful, hopeful and caring. The other wolf is vengeful, angry, resentful, self-pitying and scared. Listening carefully, the grandson, asks his grandfather, ‘Which wolf wins, Grandfather?’ The grandfather smiled and said, ‘The one you feed.’
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What we are proposing is that we take a compassionate approach to all of this. Understanding our emotions, behaviour and experiences compassionately, thinking about what would be helpful and unhelpful in a situation, and using our wisdom and strength to put compassionate parenting strategies in place for ourselves and for our children.

Compassion moves in three directions:

• Compassion towards others – e.g. treating other people, including our children, in a compassionate way

• Being able to receive compassion from others – e.g. taking on board praise and the kind or wise words of others

• Compassion for oneself – e.g. being able to treat yourself compassionately


But what is compassionate parenting?

We live in a world that is rife with criticism – of ourselves, from others and to others. One look at social media or parliamentary question time shows us this. Unfortunately, this critical environment has a huge impact upon our wellbeing, with self-criticism leading to anxiety, guilt, sadness, shame and hopelessness. This naturally makes parenting feel harder.

However, when we are compassionate with ourselves, we are often more emotionally resilient and have lower stress levels and healthier relationships. Self-compassion is strongly linked to mental health. Being more compassionate gives us a greater sense of perceived personal control of our lives. This is important, as studies show that compassion has a positive impact on our awareness of our own distress, even when our children are struggling (e.g. anxiety, social withdrawal, tummy aches and headaches).

Research shows us that repeated experiences of name calling, smacking or other critical or shaming parenting techniques can result in children becoming fearful of compassion – for themselves, for others and from others. The same researchers also discovered that children experiencing warmth and a sense of safety from their parents or caregivers had a reduced risk of being fearful of compassion later on in their lives. And this is important to keep in mind, because fearing compassion can increase the chance of developing various mental health and wellbeing difficulties in adulthood, including anxiety, depression, obsessive compulsive disorder and loneliness. Therefore, in every strategy we suggest, compassion needs to underpin it.

So, we are here to introduce compassion to your life – to yourself, to you as a parent and in your approach to your child. Hopefully, in the future, this will mean your child will adopt this way of relating to themselves and to others, too.

We will now focus on the science and evidence behind this compassionate parenting approach. We have tried to give you the highlights, but if you want to learn more, then various links and further resources are provided at the end of the book.

Evolution and the brain

Our brains are complex. We know that evolution has shaped us and our brains. A single cell organism evolved over millions and millions of years into the common ancestors we share with a fish, frog, crocodile, rat, rhesus monkey and chimpanzee before evolving into our human body and brain.
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Essentially, there are aspects of our brain we might call an ‘old’ brain, which have evolved over many millions of years. Plus, us humans also have a relatively ‘new’ brain. The old brain deals with survival – seeking food, avoiding harm, reproducing, thinking about our status, our emotions (anger, anxiety, sadness, joy) and our behaviours (e.g. urges to fight, flight or freeze, or to care). Our new brain is able to imagine, plan, ruminate, think about others and monitor ourselves. This rather unhelpful mix of old and new brain enables us to think about and imagine worst-case scenarios and also to criticise ourselves in the process, which can cause us additional distress as parents.

Imagine the following examples:


Example 1

You come home from work and smell burning. You call the fire brigade and they find that your grill had been left on, causing tiny pieces of fat on the stove to smoke. After the stove is turned off and with good ventilation, the burning smell starts to fade. Your house is OK. You find out that your husband accidentally knocked the grill when he was cleaning it earlier in the day, causing it to turn on. What would be running through your mind now? How would you feel?


Example 2

You are at a park with your two children. You take your eyes off one of them to focus on putting the younger one in the swing. When you look back, your older child has disappeared. You run around frantically searching – it feels like hours have gone by. Luckily, after five minutes, someone finds your child. They had wandered off and got a bit lost.



In these examples, two unpleasant, accidental situations luckily turned out OK. But in these sorts of scenarios, our brain tends to engage in what we call old brain/new brain loops. This leaves us feeling anxious and angry, even when you/others/property are safe. For example, there may have been new brain imaginative thoughts running through our minds, such as: ‘What if we had been an hour later?’, ‘Why weren’t there any adults around?’, ‘What if this happens again?’ or ‘What if that person had not found my child or my child had been taken?’ You may have felt many things, like anger, shame, guilt and anxiety.
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If we think about a zebra being chased by a lion, the lucky zebra would return to a calm state once it had outrun the lion. Unlike us humans, it would not engage in the same process of rumination or worry after the chase had ended. This is because a zebra only has an old brain and not a new one. Due to our new brains, we continue to stay in a high state of anxiety. We will probably ruminate about what might have happened and then start to worry about the future (Will it happen again? How could I have let this happen?). As parents, these old brain/new brain loops can cause us to beat ourselves up, doubt what we are doing with our children and, ultimately, leave us feeling exhausted.
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But it’s not all bad news. Our new brain is also responsible for many innovations, lifesaving inventions and incredible acts of kindness and empathy, which are helpful to us as parents. Our new brain can comment on, judge, evaluate and question our experiences and emotions. However, this ability can also get us into lots of trouble and lead to self-criticism, fearful imagination, fear of feelings, avoiding emotions, shame and rumination. As parents, we are at the mercy of our biology and genes, which (through no fault of our own) can be very stressful at times.

Our experiences – we are socially shaped

We deal with this issue in more depth in the next chapter, so we will only touch on it briefly here. But, in a nutshell, our experiences shape who we are. We have very little control over the social circumstances of our lives. For example, we did not choose our beliefs, our preferences, our faith, our personality, our families or the culture and societies we live in. So much of who we are is based upon things outside our control.

Imagine you were adopted at birth by a tribe living in the Amazon rainforest. Would you be the same version of yourself sitting here today? The answer is no. You would be different. We don’t know what version, but we know it would be different.


Now imagine that you were adopted at birth by your neighbours. Would you be the same version of yourself sitting here today? Again, the answer is no. We do not know what version, but you would be different.

Emotions – why we have them

Unfortunately, society often teaches us that emotions are dangerous. We come to believe that we shouldn’t feel anxious. We shouldn’t feel angry. We shouldn’t feel sad. We hear that we should always feel happy and that our children should also always feel happy. If they are not, then we need to fix things. We are told that unless you are happy, there is something wrong.

This is not only unhelpful, it also contributes to our ongoing mental health crisis, as young people inevitably feel a negative emotion about something and then get into a spiral of self-criticism (‘I shouldn’t feel like this’, ‘There is something wrong with me’), which in turn leads to feelings of shame. Enough of this can lead to the development of mental health disorders, such as depression (which is not the same as sadness).

Let’s have a look at the emotions in more detail, and why we are pre-programmed to experience them:



	Emotion

	Why these emotions have evolved




	Anxiety

	Forms part of our threat detection system, which protects us from danger by prompting us to run away, fight or freeze. If we meet a lion, anxiety would drive us to run towards safety




	Anger

	Another element of our threat detection system, which prompts us to protect ourselves from danger or ensure our survival or status with a show of power. If someone steals all our food, we would display anger as a way of showing our displeasure and to get our food back




	Sadness

	We are safer as part of a social group. If a group member went missing from the cave, sadness may prompt us to go and look for that person. It may also be part of helping us to rest and rejuvenate when we have been injured




	Disgust

	Feelings of disgust help us to stay away from things that are potentially poisonous. If you have food poisoning after eating something, that food item usually elicits disgust. This is linked with an evolutionary mechanism prompting us to stay away from something that could make us sick or even kill us




	Drive and excitement

	This is our human drive to have more and seek out things that increase our chance of survival (e.g. building a house, hunting for food and finding a mate)





Attachment and soothing

Absolutely fundamental to this book is the concept of attachment and its link to our soothing system. For anyone who is interested in this, read the book Why Love Matters by Sue Gerhardt. It is a stark reminder of how the lack of a secure, loving attachment to a caregiver impacts on children (and adults).

Mammals (including humans) provide care to their young in many ways, such as through food, shelter, protection, love and affection. Babies use physical cues (e.g. crying) to notify their caregivers that something is not right and to signal that they need their caregiver to take care of the issue (e.g. changing their nappy). In the 1950s, John Bowlby (a psychiatrist and psychoanalyst) conducted ground-breaking research, which found that the quality of our attachment relationships have a huge impact on our lives. Caregivers who were attuned and responsive to the needs of their young were more able to build secure and stable relationships with them, resulting in a secure attachment style. For example, these caregivers provided their children with positive facial expressions, sharing of positive emotions, voice turns, stroking and putting boundaries in place. These elements create a secure and safe haven, which soothe and settle our children. The infants and children whose needs were not met were likely to develop an insecure attachment style, which can cause problems like them having a lack of trust and a fear of intimacy. Secure attachment relationships between an infant/child and their caregiver(s) play an absolutely vital role in buffering children from a variety of physical and mental health issues.

Unfortunately, in our society, attachment to one’s caregiver is often seen as a negative thing. How many times have we heard very young children being praised for not showing any emotion when leaving their caregivers to go to unfamiliar adults (e.g. to new nursery workers or supply teachers). Obviously, we want our children to develop feelings of safety and to feel soothed in a care setting, but it is absolutely normal and natural for children to feel apprehensive and unsafe when they are first away from their caregivers.

There is also evidence that our attachment relationships have a significant impact on our soothing system – our ability to soothe and calm ourselves when we feel threatened or are overwhelmed. This system is linked to the production of certain hormones (oxytocin, endorphins and opiates), which help us to feel calm, content and peaceful. There is now evidence that receiving support, affection and care helps us to engage our own soothing system, which in turn has an encouraging effect on our children, enabling them to feel brave enough to explore the world around them.

Thus, by providing a sense of safeness through a secure attachment, our child is able to develop courage. And, as we explained above, this inner courage is very important, as it is a key part
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