
Three Self-Compassion Exercises 

How would you treat a friend? 

Please take out a sheet of paper and answer the following questions: 

 First, think about times when a close friend feels really bad about him or herself or is really 

struggling in some way. How would you respond to your friend in this situation (especially when 

you’re at your best)? Please write down what you typically do, what you say, and note the tone 
in which you typically talk to your friends. 

 Now think about times when you feel bad about yourself or are struggling. How do you typically 

respond to yourself in these situations? Please write down what you typically do, what you say, 

and note the tone in which you talk to yourself. 

 Did you notice a difference? If so, ask yourself why. What factors or fears come into play that 

lead you to treat yourself and others so differently? 

 Please write down how you think things might change if you responded to yourself in the same 

way you typically respond to a close friend when you’re suffering. 

During the next two weeks, practice treating yourself like a good friend and notice any changes that may 

happen.  

Exploring self-compassion through writing 

Part One: Which imperfections make you feel inadequate? 

Everybody has something about themselves that they don’t like; something that causes them to feel 
shame, to feel insecure, or not “good enough.” It is the human condition to be imperfect, and feelings of 
failure and inadequacy are part of the experience of living a human life. Try writing about an issue you 

have that tends to make you feel inadequate or bad about yourself (physical appearance, work or 

relationship issues…) What emotions come up for you when you think about this aspect of yourself? Try 
to just feel your emotions exactly as they are – no more, no less – and then write about them. 

Part Two: Write a letter to yourself from the perspective of an unconditionally loving imaginary friend 

Now think about an imaginary friend who is unconditionally loving, accepting, kind and compassionate. 

Imagine that this friend can see all your strengths and all your weaknesses, including the aspect of 

yourself you have just been writing about. Reflect upon what this friend feels towards you, and how you 

are loved and accepted exactly as you are, with all your very human imperfections. This friend 

recognizes the limits of human nature, and is kind and forgiving towards you. In his/her great wisdom 

this friend understands your life history and the millions of things that have happened in your life to 

create you as you are in this moment. Your particular inadequacy is connected to so many things you 

didn’t necessarily choose: your genes, your family history, life circumstances – things that were outside 

of your control. 

Write a letter to yourself from the perspective of this imaginary friend – focusing on the perceived 

inadequacy you tend to judge yourself for. What would this friend say to you about your “flaw” from the 
perspective of unlimited compassion? How would this friend convey the deep compassion he/she feels 



for you, especially for the pain you feel when you judge yourself so harshly? What would this friend 

write in order to remind you that you are only human, that all people have both strengths and 

weaknesses? And if you think this friend would suggest possible changes you should make, how would 

these suggestions embody feelings of unconditional understanding and compassion? As you write to 

yourself from the perspective of this imaginary friend, try to infuse your letter with a strong sense of 

his/her acceptance, kindness, caring, and desire for your health and happiness. 

Part Three: Feel the compassion as it soothes and comforts you 

After writing the letter, put it down for a little while. Then come back and read it again, really letting the 

words sink in. Feel the compassion as it pours into you, soothing and comforting you like a cool breeze 

on a hot day. Love, connection and acceptance are your birthright. To claim them you need only look 

within yourself. 

Changing your critical self-talk 

This exercise should be done over several weeks and will eventually form the blueprint for changing how 

you relate to yourself long-term. Some people find it useful to work on their inner critic by writing in a 

journal. Others are more comfortable doing it via internal dialogues. If you are someone who likes to 

write things down and revisit them later, journaling can be an excellent tool for transformation. If you 

are someone (like me) who never manages to be consistent with a journal, then do whatever works for 

you. You can speak aloud to yourself, or think silently. 

The first step towards changing the way to treat yourself is to notice when you are being self-critical. It 

may be that – like many of us — your self-critical voice is so common for you that you don’t even notice 
when it is present. Whenever you’re feeling bad about something, think about what you’ve just said to 
yourself. Try to be as accurate as possible, noting your inner speech verbatim. What words do you 

actually use when you’re self-critical? Are there key phrases that come up over and over again? What is 

the tone of your voice – harsh, cold, angry? Does the voice remind you of any one in your past who was 

critical of you? You want to be able to get to know the inner self-critic very well, and to become aware 

of when your inner judge is active. For instance, if you’ve just eaten half a box of Oreo’s, does your inner 
voice say something like “you’re so disgusting,” “you make me sick,” and so on? Really try to get a clear 
sense of how you talk to yourself. 

Make an active effort to soften the self-critical voice, but do so with compassion rather than self-

judgment (i.e., don’t say “you’re such a bitch” to your inner critic!). Say something like “I know you’re 
worried about me and feel unsafe, but you are causing me unnecessary pain. Could you let my inner 

compassionate self say a few words now?” 

Reframe the observations made by your inner critic in a friendly, positive way. If you’re having trouble 
thinking of what words to use, you might want to imagine what a very compassionate friend would say 

to you in this situation. It might help to use a term of endearment that strengthens expressed feelings of 

warmth and care (but only if it feels natural rather than schmaltzy.) For instance, you can say something 

like “Darling, I know you ate that bag of cookies because you’re feeling really sad right now and you 
thought it would cheer you up. But you feel even worse and are not feeling good in your body. I want 

you to be happy, so why don’t you take a long walk so you feel better?” While engaging in this 
supportive self-talk, you might want to try gently stroking your arm, or holding your face tenderly in 



your hands (as long as no one’s looking). Physical gestures of warmth can tap into the caregiving system 
even if you’re having trouble calling up emotions of kindness at first, releasing oxytocin that will help 

change your bio-chemistry. The important thing is that you start acting kindly, and feelings of true 

warmth and caring will eventually follow. 

Source:  www.self-compassion.org 


