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Background

Background: The journey to become a midwife 

involves demanding work-loads, challenging 

placements, and occasional witnessing of traumatic 

events, which can result in stress and potentially 

affect compassion fatigue, burnout, and ultimately 

professionalism 



Examples of trauma in midwifery practice:

• Traumatic birth

• Early pregnancy loss 

• Stillbirth

• Perinatal death 

• Neonatal death 

• Maternal death

• Adoption

• Care orders

• Abnormality

• Stressed parents

• Stressed staff
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What is Compassionate Mind Training (CMT)

• CMT / Compassion Focused Therapy (CFT) was developed by 

Gilbert (2009) who observed that people high in shame and self-

criticism often experience difficulty generating kind and self-

supportive inner voices 

• The therapeutic technique of CFT is CMT, which involves 

teaching compassion

• CFT is used when there is a diagnosed psychological pathology 

(e.g., depression)

• In contrast, CMT is taught to non-clinical populations to explore 

problematic cognitions and emotions that relate to anxiety, 

anger, shame, and self-criticism (Gilbert, 2009)
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Evidence that CMT/CFT works

• 2 literature reviews which support that CMT/CFT is 

effective at reducing trauma symptoms (Beaumont & 

Hollins Martin, 2015; James et al., 2017) 

• Evidence supports that developing interventions that 

cultivate compassion work towards improving ability 

to cope with trauma, through reducing self-criticism 

and self-attack (Beaumont, 2016) 
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Beaumont. E., Hollins Martin, C.J. (2015). A review exploring the 

effectiveness of Compassion Focused Therapy. Counselling 

Psychology Review. 30(1): 21-32.

• 12 studies showed significant psychological improvements

• For trauma symptoms, brain injury, eating disorders, personality 

disorders, schizophrenia-spectrum disorder, chronic mental 

health problems & psychosis

• Success both in groups & one-to-one therapy

• CFT is effective when combined with CBT
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James N. Kirby, J.N., Cassandra L. Tellegen, C.L., Steindl, S.R. 

(2017). A meta-analysis of compassion-based interventions: current 

state of knowledge and future directions. Behavior Therapy. 48:778-

792.

• 21 RCTs from the last 12 years were meta-analysed, with data 

from (n=1,285) participants. Significant differences in change 

scores were found on self-report measures of compassion, self-

compassion, mindfulness, depression, anxiety, psychological 

distress, and well-being 

• The evidence highlights the potential benefits of compassion-

based interventions on a range of outcomes
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What does CMT look like?
Beamont & Hollins Martin (2016) informed by Gilbert (2014)

Step 1: Psycho-education: key elements of CFT (Gilbert, 

2014)

• Theoretical components of CMT model

• Exploration of how a ‘sense of self’ is created through: 

*Interaction between genes and social experience

*Emotion regulation systems (threat, drive, soothing)

*Nature, origins, and functions of shame and self-critical judgement

*Tricky brain & much of what goes on in the mind is ‘not our fault

*Threat and protection system

*Drive, resource seeking, incentive focused & excitement system

*Affiliative/soothing and safeness system
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What does CMT look like?

Step 2: Compassion in midwifery

*Symptoms of empathic distress fatigue, compassion fatigue,

trauma, burnout, stress

Step 3: Formulation

*Create strategies to self-soothe, drive forward & defend

against threat 

*Self-awareness through exploring interactions with ‘self’

*Fears, blocks and barriers to compassion examined 
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What does CMT look like?

Step 4: Cultivating and building compassionate capacities

*Breathing & imagery techniques that create safeness & calm

*Exercises to help experience ‘Compassion as a Flow’   

*Mindfulness & Focused Attention to be present in the

moment without judgement or criticism

*Breathing exercises (i.e., Soothing Rhythm Breathing)

*Creating a Safe Place using guided imagery interventions

*Compassion Focused Imagery exercises,

which stimulate the soothing system.
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What does CMT look like?

Step 5: Building compassionate capacity using behavioural practices

*Challenge unhelpful behaviours & self-critical thoughts 

*Develop self-compassion through acting & art to depict the

‘bully within’ and the ‘compassionate self’.

Step 6: Using the compassionate mind to engage with difficulties

*Using the compassionate mind to engage with self-criticism,

pressures & trauma memories 

*Discussions about sad, angry, or anxiety experienced

*Engage with compassion to help self-criticism, e.g., empathy,

distress tolerance, non-judgement) to self-critical parts.
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Our study

• Explored relationships between compassion for 

others and self-compassion in student midwives

• With a view to considering interventions that could 

help sustain positive mental wellbeing and raise 

professional quality of life in midwives
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Method: quantitative survey measured relationships using questionnaires

Participants: student midwives (n=103)

Data collection instruments:

(1) Professional Quality of Life Scale (Stamm, 2009) 
(30-items that measure positive and negative aspects of working with trauma in the workplace (e.g., Q = I feel 

connected to others), and consists of 3 subscales: (1) compassion satisfaction, (2) compassion fatigue/secondary 

traumatic stress and, and (3) burnout. 

(2) Self-Compassion-Scale-Long-Version (Neff, 2003) 
(26-items that measure typical action towards self during difficult times (e.g., Q = I’m disapproving and judgmental 

about my own flaws and inadequacies, and Q = I try to be loving towards myself when I feel emotional pain). The 

scale consists of 6 subscales: (1) self-kindness, (2) self-judgement, (3) mindfulness, (4) common humanity, (5) 

isolation, and (6) over identification, with items scored on a Likert scale (1 = almost never & 5 = almost always). 

(3) Short Warwick and Edinburgh Mental Well-being Scale
(7-item short version used to access perceptions of well-being over the preceding 2 weeks (e.g., I’ve been feeling 

optimistic about the future). 

(4) Compassion For Others Scale (Pommier, 2011) 
(24-items, e.g., Q = When people cry in front of me I usually don’t feel anything at all), and is subdivided into 6

subscales; (1) kindness, (2) indifference, (3) common humanity, (4) separation, (5) mindfulness, and (6)  

disengagement.  



Summary of key findings

(1) Student midwives who report high on self-judgement are: 

• Less compassionate towards self 

• Less compassionate towards others 

• Experience reduced well-being

• Experience greater burnout 

• Experience greater compassion fatigue 

(2) Student midwives who report high on measures of self-

compassion report less compassion fatigue and burnout. 

(3) Student midwives who report high on measures of well-being 

report less compassion fatigue and burnout.

(4) Half of the sample reported above average scores for burnout. 



Results are reported in:

Beaumont, E., Durkin, M., Hollins Martin, C.J., Carson, J. (2016). 

Compassion for others, self-compassion, quality of life and mental well-

being measures and their association with compassion fatigue and 

burnout in student midwives: a quantitative survey. Midwifery. 34: 239-

244.

Validated in: 

Durkin, M., Beaumont, E. Hollins Martin, C.J., Carson, J. (2016). A pilot 

study exploring the relationship between self-compassion, self-

judgement, self-kindness, compassion, professional quality of life and 

wellbeing among UK community nurses. Nurse Education Today.



What is CFT?

• CFT is a system of psychotherapy that integrates CBT with 

evolutionary, social & developmental psychology, Buddhism and 

neuroscience. It uses CMT to help people develop inner warmth, 

safeness and soothing, through compassion and self-

compassion (Gilbert, 2009)

• The central therapeutic technique of CFT is CMT, which teaches 

the skills and attributes of compassion (Gilbert 2010a). CMT 

helps transform problematic patterns of cognition and emotion 

related to anxiety, anger, shame, self criticism, 

depersonalisation, and hypomania (Gilbert, 2101b) 



What is CFT?

• Biological evolution forms the theoretical backbone of CFT

• Humans have evolved with 3 primal types of emotion regulation 

system(Gilbert 2014c): 

* Threat (protection) system

* Drive (resource-seeking) system

* Soothing system

• CFT emphasises the links between cognitive patterns and these 

3 emotion regulation systems (Gilbert & Irons, 2013). 

http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiqmKjDzNrPAhWHDxoKHcBfDyUQjRwIBw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fnewtopwallpapers.com%2Fwaterfall%2F&psig=AFQjCNE6w2pPJ23_7KxBLn4_l5ieae1J2g&ust=1476544566150319


What is CFT?

• CFT is appropriate for people with high levels of shame, self-

criticism, and difficulty with feeling warmth and kindness 

towards self or others. Rooted in a history of abuse, bullying, 

neglect, or lack of affection in family 

• CFT can help with learning to feel greater safeness and warmth in  

interactions with self and others
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CFT is based on evolution & neuroscience. The human brain is the 

product of millions of years of evolution – a process of conserving, 

modifying and adapting



Fight, Flight, Sex, Hunt, 

Territorial – approx 500 

million years?

Kin caring/affection, 

alliances, play, social 

communications – approx 

120 million years?

Symbolic thought, self-

awareness, metacognition 

mentalizing – apporx 2 

million years?

Frontal Cortex

Empathic brain - key 

for affect regulation

Evolution of strategies, motives &

competencies: 



Sources of behaviour

Old Brain: emotions, motives, relationship 

seeking-creating

New Brain: Imagination, 

Planning, Rumination, Integration

Interaction of old and new psychologies





Physiology of stress

Sympathetic response 



Adrenaline causes vasodilatation to muscles, heart rate, 

respirations



ACTH mobilizes energy



“flight / fight” reaction



Short & long term effects
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Cognitive effects of stress

(effects on thinking)

• Negative thoughts

• Inability to make decisions

• Hypersensitivity to criticism

• Decreased concentration

• Forgetfulness
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Physical effects of stress

• Palpitations

• Sweating

• Redness

• Nausea

• Urgency to go to the bathroom

• Goosebumps
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Behavioural effects of stress

• Trembling

• Accident prone

• Emotional outbursts

• Over/under eating

• Drinking

• Smoking

• Impulsive behaviour

• Impaired speech

• Nervous laughter

• Restlessness
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Sources of behaviourGoal of CFT?

Mindful Brain

Old Brain: 
Motives (food, sex, relationship seeking, caring, status)

Emotions (anger, anxiety, sadness, joy)

Behaviours (fight, flight, shut down etc)

New Brain:
Imagination, Planning, Rumination, 

Integration, Creativity

COMPASSION



The basic philosophy underpinning CFT:

• We all find ourselves here with a brain & emotions and sense of 

(socially made) self we did not chose, but attempt to make sense 

of

• Life involves threats, loss, illness, ageing, death & calamity, 

which we respond to and manage 

• Much of what ‘goes on’ in our minds is programmed

• We are all in this boat
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The key to CFT is to:

• Soothe and calm

• Alter physiological regulation

• Exploit our natural caring (we have few offspring & attachment)

• Improve successful living through cooperation and kindness

• Provide mutual support

http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiD0uL4rrLPAhXQzRoKHdVzCPYQjRwIBw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fquotesgram.com%2Fbuilding-together-quotes-relationship%2F&psig=AFQjCNE3migHZMV1Exa5QcJxyyc3xHdsJw&ust=1475162541650348
http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiWqt29u7LPAhUEExoKHcS0D5oQjRwIBw&url=http%3A%2F%2Fhealth.spectator.co.uk%2Fwomen-who-want-to-starve-their-children-the-hidden-problem-of-mothers-with-eating-disorders%2F&psig=AFQjCNGhzDhPPmmzaadXRJmVEqqYC9l5rQ&ust=1475164314896304


Our goal is to de-pathologise and de-label response 

behaviour through increasing our understanding:

• Of coping processes

• How evolution has led us to have ‘tricky minds’
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CFT is about

Learning to ‘be kinder to self’ and ‘others’ in the face of 

trauma



Soothing 

creates

Body/feelings

• Calm

• Slow

• Well-being

• Content

Attention/Thinking

• Open-focused

• Reflective

• Prosocial

Behaviour

• Peaceful

• Gentle

• Prosocial

Creating safeness and 

kindness

through influence of natural

oxytocin & opiates?



Key sources of ‘safeness’

Feeling safe is about absence of threat. There are areas of the brain 

that look for and respond to threatening social cues. We can soothe 

these systems using CFT to regulate pathways 

• Sensory based cues of physical affection (facial, holding, touch, 

comfort)

• When needs are met, we are soothed and contented

• We respond and react to behaviours of others

• Social referencing is both programmed and leaned (what is safe 

or not)

• We create memories of others as soothing, supportive, kind 

and/or forgivable 

All of these factors play a role in threat regulation and feelings of 

being safe and content



Relationship between Threat and 

Soothing

Threat SoothingCalms



The basic philosophy underpinning CFT is:

Evolution has made us highly sensitive to kindness and 

neuroscience is revealing that there are specific areas of 

the brain that focus on detecting and responding to 

kindness and compassion
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Key idea of CFT

• CFT is a therapy for toning down negative emotions. Cannot 
assume that by reducing negative emotions the positives will 
‘come on line’ 

• There are 2 types of positive affects:

*achievements / doing / excitements

*affectionate, soothing

• Some clients have major difficulties with accessing the soothing 
system, with CMT targeting this system
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The End
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