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Description

Compassion Focused Therapy (CFT) is a relatively 
new psychotherapy approach which was originally 
developed to work with shame and self-loathing (self-
criticism). CFT is embedded within contemporary 
neurobiological understandings of the human 
mind. What Is CFT? is an information handout describing 
the key principles of compassion focused therapy (CFT).

References

Gilbert, P. (2009). Introducing compassion-focused therapy. Advances in Psychiatric Treatment, 15(3), 199-208.

Gilbert, P. (2010). The compassionate mind: A new approach to life’s challenges. New Harbinger Publications.

Instructions

This is a Psychology Tools information handout. 
Suggested uses include:

• Client handout – a psychoeducation resource.

• Discussion point – to provoke a discussion and 
explore your client’s beliefs.

• Therapist learning tool – to improve your familiarity 
with a psychological construct.

• Supervision tool – to develop formulations and 
knowledge.

• Teaching resource – a learning tool during training.
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What Is Compassion Focused Therapy (CFT)?

PSYCHOLOGYT     LS ®

Background
Compassion Focused Therapy (CFT) was developed to treat shame, self-loathing, and self-attack (self-criticism). CFT is
transdiagnostic and is useful for working with diverse conditions such as depression, anxiety, trauma, and psychosis. CFT is a
new model of psychological functioning - it draws upon the science of human nature, evolution, and attachment.

Drive System Care-giving System

Threat System

Motivation
Attention
Thoughts
Emotions
Physiology
Behavior

Threat system Drive system Care-giving system

Survive
Threat-focused
About danger
Fear, anxiety

Highly aroused
Fight or �ight

Achieve, win
Goals, advantage

Achieving
Positive, motivated

Aroused
Focused

Look-after, soothe
Empathy to distress

Caring, soothing
Safeness

Calm
Look-after, soothe

The reptilian brain is concerned with: territory, food, sex, survival, temperature.

The mammalian brain is concerned with: living in groups, hierarchy, status, caring.

The human brain is concerned with: extended care-giving, attachments, thinking.

more evolved

Compassion

Non-judgment

Warmth Wisdom

Strength Kindness

Moral courage

less evolved

Evolution and the brain
CFT builds upon the science of human nature. This means understanding that our brains are the product of evolution, and that
we live with the legacy of brains that were not designed with our happiness and wellbeing in mind. Di�erent parts of our brains
have di�erent motivations, abilities, and interests. The way our brains are built, and the context in which they have developed,
a�ects our experiences and how we can live our lives.

The CFT model
CFT proposes that human beings have three systems for managing their emotional states. Each system has di�erent motivations,
foci of attention, thoughts, emotions, and body feelings. Each system is associated with di�erent parts of the brain, and with
di�erent neurochemistry.

We are all born with threat systems that are ready for action. If our other emotion systems are well developed we have choices
about which system we use at any particular time. Through no fault of their own some people’s childhoods were not as good as
others – and so they have not had the opportunities for their care-giving system to be as well developed. This means they have
fewer ways of coping with the stresses that everyone faces in life. People in the threat mindset are more likely to try and cope by
�ght or �ight – avoiding things (�ight) or being self-critical (self-�ght).

Alleviating su�ering by developing compassion
Everyone will experience pain in their lives, but su�ering is a particularly human ability. Su�ering is associated with the way we
experience our own minds. The goal of CFT is to alleviate su�ering by developing your care-giving (compassion) system –
allowing you to live more comfortably in your own mind. The care-giving system has the qualities of non-judgment, strength,
warmth, empathy, wisdom, kindness, and moral courage. Treatment using CFT involves: learning about human nature, learning
skills to develop the care-giving system, practicing activating the care-giving system and using it in your life.

Key messages
“The things that have happened to you in your life are not your fault, but it is
your responsibility to alleviate your su�ering”

“Compassion is about choosing to be the best version of you that you can be”
“You are living a life that was not of your choosing”

Copyright © 2020 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.
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About us

3

Terms & conditions
This resource may be used by licensed members of Psychology Tools and their clients. Resources must be used in accordance with our terms and conditions which 
can be found at: https://www.psychologytools.com/terms-and-conditions/

Disclaimer
Your use of this resource is not intended to be, and should not be relied on, as a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. If you are suffering 
from any mental health issues we recommend that you seek formal medical advice before using these resources. We make no warranties that this information is 
correct, complete, reliable or suitable for any purpose. As a professional user, you should work within the bounds of your own competencies, using your own skill and 
knowledge, and therefore the resources should be used to support good practice, not to replace it.

Copyright
Unless otherwise stated, this resource is Copyright © 2023 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.

Psychology Tools develops and publishes evidence-based psychotherapy resources. We support mental health 
professionals to deliver effective therapy, whatever their theoretical orientation or level of experience.

Our digital library encompasses information handouts, worksheets, workbooks, exercises, guides, and audio skills-
development resources. 

Our tools are flexible enough to be used both in-session and between-session, and during all stages of assessment, 
formulation, and intervention. Written by highly qualified clinicians and academics, materials are available in digital and 
printable formats across a wide range of languages.

Resource details
Title: What Is Compassion Focused Therapy (CFT)?
Type: Information Handout
Language: English (US) 
Translated title: What Is Compassion Focused Therapy (CFT)?

URL: https://www.psychologytools.com/resource/what-is-compassion-focused-
therapy-cft
Resource format: Professional
Version: 20230721
Last updated by: JP
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