
Let’s take a
moment for
compassion.



BEFORE YOU BEGIN: We highly recommend setting aside one hour to go through 
this guide, writing down your answers or discussing them with friends and family. 
Like a gym membership or music lessons, the real value of this guide comes from 
the time you put into it. Let’s get started!

INTRODUCTION
Most of the world’s religious, spiritual, and ethical traditions recognize the 
power of compassion. It is widely considered to be a core moral virtue — and 
for good reason. Compassion gets us to feel for friends, family, and even 
strangers who we may never meet in person. It has the power to reveal our 
common humanity and motivates us to help others in need. 

Today, science is able to demonstrate the value of a compassionate lifestyle, 
linking it to a reduction in anxiety, depression, and stress. In positive 
psychology research, compassion has been associated with increased 
optimism, heightened productivity and higher quality relationships.  It has the 
power to unite people, create a better world, and help us be a little kinder to 
ourselves. 

Yes, compassion is a pretty wonderful thing. So let’s take a look at how we 
might bring more of it into our daily lives.

PART ONE: SELF-COMPASSION

“Put on your own oxygen mask first.” It turns out this wisdom is worth applying 
outside the aircraft as well. Buddhist teachings remind us that we need to 
care for ourselves before we can properly care for others. 

Modern science shows that, specifically, self-compassion motivates us more 
effectively than self-punishment, and Dr. Kristen Neff even suggests that it 
should take the place of ‘self-esteem’ in our vocabulary. She says that it “offers 
the same protection against harsh self-criticism as self-esteem, but without 
the need to see ourselves as perfect or as better than others.” Self-compassion 
asks us to see ourselves as whole and worthy of love without being influenced 
by comparison to or the judgement of others, whether those judgements are 
positive or negative. 

If you want others to be happy, practice compassion. If you want to be 
happy, practice compassion. – Dalai Lama XIV



In this section we’ll dedicate time to building ourselves up rather than cutting 
ourselves down, being a true friend rather than our own worst enemy, and 
simply practicing self-compassion.

The following is an exercise that Dr. Kristen Neff recommends to help 
us become more aware of our mental narrative, encourage flexibility of 
perspective, and become our own “compassionate observer.” 

THE CRITICIZER, THE CRITICIZED, AND THE 
COMPASSIONATE OBSERVER

THE CRITICIZER. Take a seat in the first chair. Think about a personal flaw or 
issue that comes up in your daily life. Write down what the self-critical part of 
you is thinking and feeling.  

Example: “Why are you such a wimp?” “How could you do (or not do) such a 
thing?” or  “You aren’t assertive enough.” 

Take a moment to note the words you use, the 
emotions you feel, and even the body posture 
you take in this seat. 

     Your body language and 
posture often reflect feelings, 
especially negative ones. So 
try to be aware of this and 
take note of how emotions 
look and feel in the body. It 
might help you understand 
what you’re feeling to better 
work through it.

Tip! For this exercise we recommend you actually sit in three different chairs to 
really connect with these conflicting parts of yourself and experience how each 
aspect feels in the present moment.



THE CRITICIZED. Take a seat in the second chair. Try to put in words how you 
feel being criticized in this manner, responding directly to your inner critic.  

Example: “This makes me feel small,” “I feel ashamed,” or “I feel unsupported.” 
Just write whatever comes to mind. 

Again, notice the language you used. Is it sad, discouraged, childlike, scared, 
helpless? What was your posture like? 

THE COMPASSIONATE OBSERVER. Now allow your heart to soften and 
open. Move into the third chair where the compassionate observer sits. What 
observations or words of compassion naturally spring forth? What wisdom 
do you have for the criticizer? For the criticized?



To actually become a compassionate observer, it’s important to keep what 
you felt and learned during the exercise in mind. According to habit expert Dr. 
Art Markman, it is helpful to set triggers that remind us of the habit we want 
to create, like self-compassion post-it notes around our workplace and home 
(or maybe the art in this kit!). Eventually, if we can keep self-compassion in our 
awareness and continually practice it, the behavior will become a habit that 
will help us live our best lives.

PART TWO: COMPASSION FOR OTHERS
Humans are innately social creatures, with a fundamental need to connect 
with others. So it’s no surprise that the quality of our relationships is one of 
the best predictors of our overall well-being. As positive psychology superstar 
Dr. Chris Peterson put it, “Other people matter,” and compassion is exactly the 
kind of spiritual technology that helps us connect with those around us. 

Reflect on a moment when someone offered completely unexpected 
kindness and compassion to you in a moment of need. What impact did  
it have on you? Why?

A truce can be called in your inner war. Peace is possible. Your old 
habits of self-criticism don’t need to rule you forever. What you need to 
do is listen to the voice that’s already there, even if a bit hidden – your 
wise, compassionate self. – Dr. Kristen Neff



DAILY PRACTICE

Think of all the moments in your day when you interact with other people  
— from the barista who pours your coffee in the morning to your partner or 
family at the dinner table (or in front of the TV, we get it). Commit to having 
more meaningful interactions with each of them. Make eye contact, listen 
intently, ask questions without expectation, and say ‘thank you’ with intention 
instead of out of habit.

Extend this practice in a more radical way to the difficult or frustrating 
moments of your day, like waiting in traffic, standing on a crowded subway, 
or sitting in a boring meeting. Look at one person around you and notice 
something positive about them. Pay attention to their body language and 
notice how they’re feeling. Are they tired, stressed, energized, or excited? Don’t 
make judgements or criticisms, just notice and appreciate. Acknowledge that 
their day/week/life is different than yours, but your paths converged if only for 
a brief moment (and that’s pretty remarkable on its own      ). 
 
Return to this guide after trying out these exercises for a day or week. Did the 
they come easily to you? Was anything surprising? What did you learn? 

Next, we’ll guide you through a meditation practice that will help you 
establish a greater sense of love and kindness to yourself and others and will 
open your circle of compassion. 

Find a quiet, comfortable, and safe place where you can be free of disturbance 
for at least 10 minutes. Find a position for your body that is upright, but not 
uptight. Feel free to shift and move as needed.

LOVE AND KINDNESS MEDITATION

Tip! We recommend reading the instructions on the next two pages all the way 
through before starting, so that you can complete the exercise without needing  
to open your eyes and interrupt the meditation.



MANTRA B

MANTRA A

Begin by guiding your awareness to your breath. Take 5-10 deep and 
soothing breaths, keeping your attention on the full length of your  
inhale and exhale.

MAY I  BE WELL       MAY I  BE HAPPY  

MAY I  BE KIND       MAY I  BE LOVED

MAY YOU BE WELL       MAY YOU BE HAPPY  

MAY YOU BE KIND       MAY YOU BE LOVED

First, direct your compassion toward yourself. 

Repeat these phrases silently in your mind at a slow and comfortable 
pace at least three times. 

Next, send a similar compassionate mantra to someone close to you

Select a best friend, family member or even a pet and repeat the love 
and kindness mantras with them in mind. Repeat these phrases silently 
in your mind at a slow and comfortable pace at least three times. 

Move the focus of your compassion practice to  
someone you don’t know as well.

Maybe think of a friend of a friend or an acquaintance from work. Be 
understanding of yourself if this does not come easily, but try sending 
positivity to that person. Repeat Mantra B three times.  



How did it feel? Was it easy? Are you feeling like a fountain of rainbows 
and sparkles? Wonderful! Was it difficult and did you feel silly at any point? 
Understandable — many do when they first give it a try. But the repetition 
of this exercise can be a powerful way to elevate your mood and help you 
connect to those around you.  
 
 

Next open your circle of compassion up to someone that you are 
angry with or even someone you consider to be an adversary. 

This can be very difficult, but often this tends to be an especially 
therapeutic element of this practice. Give it a try and see if it feels 

Next, open your circle of compassion up to someone that you are  
angry with or even someone you consider to be an adversary.

This can be very difficult, but oftentimes this tends to be an especially 
therapeutic element of this practice. Give it a try and see if it feels  
right for you. Repeat Mantra B in your mind three times.

Lastly, extend your compassion to all humanity. 

Imagine your compassion and loving kindness radiating outward to all 
the people near you, and then to people further and further away until 
you’re effectively wishing well to every human being on planet earth. 
Repeat Mantra B three times. 

At this time, you can open your eyes and stretch. 

This kit is inspired by our readings from the Dalai Lama, Dr. Kristen Neff, Dr. 
Emma Seppala, Dr. Ryan Niemiec, Krista Tippett, Eric Cassell, and The Greater 
Good Science Center. For further reading and curated resources from them and 
on this topic, check out holstee.com/compassion.


