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Compassionate Chair Work

Evaluation

An effective way to deal with a low amount of self-compassion is by finding a way to relate differently to the inner 
critical voice. The principles of Schema Therapy are very useful in this regard. Schema Therapy (or more properly, 
Schema-Focused Cognitive Therapy) was developed by Jeffrey Young to address lifelong, self-defeating patterns 
called early maladaptive schemas. 

“Chair work“ is a technique used in Schema Therapy to address maladaptive schemas. Chair work involves the client 
moving between two chairs as he or she dialogues between different parts of himself/herself such as a Detached 
Protector mode and the Healthy Adult mode. 

This exercise builds on the principles of chair work in the context of compassion.

Goal

The goal of the exercise is to access disparate facets of the self, in order to understand how they work together, 
conflict, and how they feel when experienced in the present.

Advice

This exercise works best if three empty chairs are used, preferably in a triangular arrangement. Because the exercise 
may sound a bit strange for clients, it can be helpful as a coach to demonstrate the exercise first. Because clients 
sometimes have little or no experience expressing the supportive friend or wise counselor, the coach can first play 
this role.

Moreover, if clients find it difficult to directly talk to the different aspects of the self, a coach can take a seat in one of 
the chairs and physically represent the voice that is being talked to. Although there is a fixed sequence and structure 
in this exercise, sometimes clients feel that they need to switch chairs in between the separate parts of the exercise. 
It is good to let the conversation between the different voices be as dynamic as possible and take the proposed
structure mainly as a rough guideline.
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Tool Description

Instruction for client:

Think of something that has recently caused you to criticise yourself. Each chair in front of you represents a different 
perspective to help you understand your self-criticism. 

The first chair represents a voice of self-criticism.
The second chair represents the emotionality or sensation of feeling judged.
The last chair takes the perspective of a supportive friend or wise counsellor.

Your job is to play the role of each voice represented by the respective chairs. There’s no need to feel silly.
Learn through accessing different perspectives.

Part 1

First, sit from the perspective of the inner critic. Now, express out loud in words or sound how you think about 
the issue that you have been dwelling on. For example, “I hate that I am so lazy and can’t seem to get anything 
done.” Try to understand the tone you use. Notice the emotions your words evoke. Notice your posture or general 
demeanour.

Part 2

Now move to the chair that represents the sensation of being judged (by yourself). Express out loud in words or 
sound how it feels to encounter criticism. For example, “I feel hurt” or “I do not feel supported.” Notice the same 
things you did before (your tone, emotions, posture, etc.).

Part 3

Now, engage with yourself in a dialogue between the last two perspectives (the critical voice and the emotion voice). 
Try to understand how each perspective feels.

Part 4

Next, move to the chair that represents the friend or wise counsellor. Drawing on a sincere sense of compassion, 
confront the critical voice and the critiqued voice. Address both perspectives out loud. What do you say? What 
advice do you give? How do you relate to each perspective from a more detached point of view? Notice your tone 
and demeanour.

Allow yourself enough time to express everything you need to from each perspective. Make sure you leave time to 
reflect on the experience. Try to understand how you think, and how you could benefit from the perspectives you 
explored. How does that inform your inner critic and your experience with self-compassion?

Ultimately, you are already capable of using a more supportive voice. Next time you find yourself being negative and 
self-critical, try to locate the compassionate voice.


