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Compassion and Empathy 

I have been reading some posts recently on therapeutic parenting sites that have really made me 

think and reflect on compassion and empathy, and how very hard – almost impossible – therapeutic 

parenting can feel when we are struggling ourselves with feelings of loss and grief, especially around 

illness which can strip your loved ones bare and leave them so vulnerable – illnesses such as cancer 

or Alzheimer’s to use two recent examples. 

First rule of thumb – be kind to yourself.  Prioritise the things that you need to get you through – 

especially the simple things.  Ask for help from the people that can give it to you, and if necessary, 

ask for respite to give you time and space. 

Secondly – let us reflect on the behaviour of the children that we are parenting.  They seem to find 

our vulnerabilities and throw them in our face in a malicious and damaging way when we are least 

able to manage!  Why would they do this?  It seems like they do not care about us, or our feelings, 

and have no compassion or empathy. Seems like the little monsters want to increase our pain with 

their verbal and physical attacks. But let us think again…. 

Compassion and empathy have their foundations in the early attuned relationship that allows the 

baby to “see” themselves in their early carers’ faces, words and actions.  Empathy is part of an on -

going narrative for a young child, as carers continue to work to affect regulation, and so children 

learn by this modelling how to respond – by age 2 – 3 they may be worried if you are upset, or if 

their sibling or friend is hurt, and want to help to make it better – maybe with a kiss or a hug.  They 

understand this helps them feel better, and they copy the process.  It is part of a social interaction 

that is based on warmth, safety, and loving care, and has been wired into their experience by 

countless occasions where this process of being cared for has taken place.  

Now for a looked after or adopted child, we know this loving and caring foundation is likely to have 

been absent.  In fact, carers’ tears or distress may carry the signal that any care that is usually 

available is about to be withdrawn – this was the case with my adopted daughter – any tears on my 

part, including bereavement and attempted suicide of family member for example, actually 

provoked unprecedented and violent attacks, leaving me thinking “what the hell?.... Give me a 

break, just for a moment, can’t you?!”  Well of course she should not.  Her birth mum suffered from 

depression, and therefore tears and upset signalled emotional withdrawal and impending neglect.  

This had to be averted at all costs for my daughter to survive.  This is I believe a crucial point. 

Let us consider this carefully: 

If a child has had no loving interaction, how will they know they are beautiful and lovable? 

If a child has experienced abuse and neglect, how can they understand compassion and empathy?  

If a child has had no consistency, how can they trust and make sense of the world? 
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If a child has not been fed, or has been fed infrequently or has had to scramble for food, how can 

they be sure that food will be there for them? 

If they have been punished and blamed, what will their expectation be?  And what will they believe 

about themselves? 

If they have learned to fear adults, how can we expect them to believe our integrity? 

How can they learn these new ideas? 

I believe that these damaging and hurtful reactions are the child’s stress and anxiety leading them to 

a fearful and aggressive response.  However, at this time you will find it harder than ever, if not 

impossible to access your own empathy and connection with the child – which is why we started 

with self-care.   

So – what can you do? 

• Take care of yourself, in whatever way you can to top up your reserves.  (NB:  When life is 
stressful for you, housework can take a break and make use of takeout’s, fast meals or 

McDonalds.  Nothing bad will happen, so let yourself off the hook).  

• Use whatever resources you can among friends, family, fellow foster carers or adoptive 
parents to buy yourself some time.  Use after school facilities if this is a possibility for you.  

• Find a trusted person to explore your grief with.  Get counselling if necessary, to do this. 

• Use a support group such as Therapeutic Parents to express your views and get support from 

a community that understands and will not judge you or your child 

• Other people can model the support and empathy that you need to the child, and possibly 

even support them to do this too. 

• Get through it one day at a time, one hour at a time, or one minute at a time.  Breathe.  

I know that our children can learn these skills – mine has – she is a beautiful and caring person.  

However, in overwhelm all that can disappear in a flash.  It is not her fault.  Her life is one big 

stressor, and then small triggers make her flip out into survival mode.  But we are working on it.  

Heartfelt hugs to all of you facing unimaginable struggles out there.  Take good care of yourselves 

and each other. 

Jane 


