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Self-
compassion 
in autism
Wenn Lawson & Peter 
Vermeulen

Who is Wenn? Who is Peter?
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What to expect 
from this talk

• What is self-compassion
• Self compassion: what we can do
• 3 apposing areas of self-compassion
• Non-Autistic & Autistic Identity: 

• Why, if we are autistic, are we so hard 
on ourselves?

• Shared humanity: nobody’s perfect
• The environment:  supporting self-

compassion

W

Terms: Compassion 
and Self-compassion:

Compassion: 
com- passion: co-suffering: sympathetic 
consciousness of others' distress together 
with a desire to alleviate it: being 
supportive
(as conceptualized in Buddhist 
philosophy)

Self-compassion:
the same attitude and feeling, but applied 
to ourselves when we fail, have feelings 
of personal inadequacy, or life challenges 
...

(This feeling is warm and caring rather than 
cold and judgmental)
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A little test on self-
compassion

• Do you say: ‘ ‘silly me’ when you mess up or do you say: ‘Oh 
well’?

• Do you hate your imperfections, or do you accept them as part 
of who you are?

• When you fail at something, do you blame yourself or do you 
think: ‘I get it wrong sometimes; we all learn from mistakes. I’m 
OK’?

• When you feel inadequate, do you think ‘it’s only me’  or do you 
remind yourself feelings of inadequacy are part of being human?

W

Self-compassion is:

• Being kind and forgiving towards 
yourself

• Accepting, caring and empathetic
towards yourself

• Not-criticizing yourself
• Understanding your sadness & 

pain (courage & wisdom)
• Not sugar coating your 

challenges

W
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Self-compassion: three 
domains – six elements

• Emotional reaction:
kindness vs. judgment

• Cognitive understanding:
isolating or part of human experience

• Attention:
Mindful or overidentifying

P

Being Kind begins 
with self

W

But,  
What’s 
behind 
the 
smile?
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Assessment of 
self-compassion

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC
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Self-compassion: 
misunderstanding

Self-compassion is not:

• self-pity: feeling sorry for 
yourself

• self-indulgence: going easy on 
yourself

• selfish and self-centered: less 
caring towards others

• making you soft and weak
• meaning you won’t try again

W

Self-
compassion 
and mental 

health

Research: self-
compassionate individuals 
experience greater 
psychological health than 
those who lack self-
compassion. 

P
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Self-compassion and 
mental health

Reduces risk for 
depression, anxiety, 
negative affect and 

loneliness 
(Stutts et al., 2018; Lee et al., 

2021) 

Enhances positive mind 
states while lessening 
negative ones, such as 

shame
(Miyagawa & Taniguchi, 2020; 

Siwik et al., 2022)

Enhances emotion 
regulation skills

(Inwood & Ferrari, 2018)

Linked to greater 
happiness, positive 

affect, and satisfaction 
with life 

(meta-analysis, Zessin et al., 
2015)

Linked to more 
autonomy, 

competence, and 
relatedness 

(Gunnell et al., 2017) 

W

Self-compassion in autism

On average autistic people 
reported lower self-compassion

than non-autistic people. 

P
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Self-compassion
in autism

Autistic participants reported significantly 
lower self-compassion than non-autistic 
adults, and in both groups, those with 
higher self-compassion reported higher 
psychological wellbeing and lower 
depression symptoms.

W
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Why Lower 
self-

compassion 
in autism?

• Monotropism: Rumination and self-criticizing?
• Absolute thinking – perfectionism increased self-

criticism
• Uncertainty: brains that don’t trust themselves
• Experiences  =  not meeting  expectations
• Feeling like an imposter ...
• Attribution style? Internal or external: when 

something does not work out well, some autistic 
people  = internal attribution: they blame 
themselves

WIncreased negativity: 
link with cognitive style in autism

Here’s the good 
news!

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC
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Positive results

• self-compassion = big 
positive = wellbeing

• self-compassion = a journey, 
takes time and practice: 
hard at first but gets easier

• valued the real-life 
examples of other autistic 
people

P
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But we need to
make it autism 
friendly

• maintaining focus and
concentration
• difficult to practice
• emotonially confronting
• took lots of energy

• need for adapted language, 
more visuals, less vague 
verbal instructions

P

Annelies Spek

P
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How to cultivate self-
compassion

What can you do for yourself?
Be your best friend
How can the environment 
support you?
By being ‘you’ friendly....... 

W

Nurturing self-compassion
• Surround yourself with self-compassion 

reminders:
• I am good enough
• Uplifting quotes:

• E.g:
• ‘I’ve done my best.’
• ‘Everyone finds learning new things 

hard.’
• ‘I don’t have to be perfect.’
• ‘We all make mistakes ….’
• ‘It’s OK if I can’t do this, I might need to 

do it differently.’
• ‘I’m a good and lovable person.’

W
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Nurturing self-compassion
• Don’t compare yourself to others
• Find your tribe & contact with other autistic 

people
• Plan activities where you can be yourself
• Engage with your interest: flow activities
• Ask to meet expectations in your ‘autistic’ way
• Be patient: it takes time and practice
• Surround yourself with compassionate people

P

A self-compassion supportive 
environment

• An understanding environment 
accepting of autistic identity 

• An environment that embraces our humanity
• A strengths focused environment
• An environment modeling

self-compassion or 
pushing the ‘self-compassion’ button 
if you self-criticize…

W
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Understanding & Welcoming Autistic 
Identity

• We need to understand ‘self’, to 
welcome who we are

• We need to understand 
difference, we are not ‘a failed 
non-autistic’ person, we are a 
perfectly normal autistic person

• This knowing = helps self-
compassion..

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC
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Becoming kinder and 
more welcoming to 
yourself

Consider Self-compassion 
interventions for young children 
/ people with LD, those who 
cannot do mindfulness or usual 
‘cognitive strategies’

What can we offer them?

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC
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Nurturing self-compassion in children

• Encouraging interests, joining their interests. 
Message = you’re important to me.

• Accepting feelings
E.g. “You’re upset. It’s OK”.

• Forgive your child. 
E.g., “Accidents happen”.

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA
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Nurturing Self-Compassion in Kids

• Showing kindness in your family.
E.g., allow child a break from the washing up on busy school nights..

• Praise them when they show themselves compassion. 
E.g., you could say: ‘I know you’re upset that you didn’t win an award. 
But I’m proud of you saying you did your best.

• Create social stories about self-compassion

P
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Some useful additional video’s

Wenn Lawson
on Interoception

Ellie Middleton on 
Being your autistic self

Carrie DeJong
on Interoception

Wenn Lawson
on Object Permanence

Curtin University: 
Autism and mental

health

W

How did we do? We appreciate your comment.

P


