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Just yesterday, I went shopping. As I en​tered the store I saw a small boy with his parents. The boy appeared very curious and was playing with ev​erything in sight. As I smiled and thought how marvelously curious the child was (and what a "handful" he was for his parents), I heard his par​ents say, "Don't do that! You ought to be ashamed!" I cringed as I saw the boy pull inside of himself and begin to cry.

There seems to be a lot of confusion about the 

dif​ference between guilt and shame, and how the two are related. With examples such as the one above, the dilemma is understandable. This article is in​tend​ed to shed some light on the subject; how​ever, you should realize that there is a great diver​sity of opin​ion on the subject of guilt and shame. This repre​sents my own view on the sub​ject, based on my personal and clinical expe​ri​ence.

Guilt it is about behav​ior; that is, it is about things we have done which we feel we ought not to have done, or about things we feel we should have done which we didn't do. It is a most natural re​sponse to mis​di​rected behavior. In fact, there seems to be an ap​propriate and healthy level of guilt. This "behav​ioral monitor," which helps develop what others might call "conscience," provides us with inter​nal feed​back and self-cor​rec​tion about our behav​ior. Guilt con​sists of self-talk about how our behavior fails to match our internal​ized value stan​dards. As such, some level of guilt (and the accom​panying self-talk) helps us to bring our be​havior back in line with our value system. If it does not, then it may help us ques​tion whether or not our values are currently healthy and adap​tive for us. In sum​mary, some level of guilt may help guide our be​hav​ior in help​ful and healthy ways.

Shame, on the other hand, is not about behavior at all. Whereas guilt relates to behavior, shame re​lates to our basic "being"; that is, it is a moral judg​ment about the "basic stuff" of which we are made. Whereas guilt would indi​cate that we did som​e​thing bad, shame would pronounce that we are bad. The distinction 

here is between what we do and what we are. A further function​al distinction is that guilt tends to activate be​havior​al change where​as shame binds behavior.

While guilt and shame are different, they can be relat​ed. Excessive amounts of guilt appear to be trans​formed into shame. When we re​ceive an abun​dance of feed​back from others that our behav​ior is inap​propri​ate or "bad," we, as adults, can come to be​lieve that we are bad (failing to recog​nize the dif​ference be​tween our behavior and our basic being). When we are children, this distortion of thinking hap​pens ever more readily. 

As children, we learn about our​selves through our interactions with others and what they tell us about who and what we are; we rely primarily on them to help struc​ture and guide both our be​havior and our self-con​cept as we continue to develop our cog​nitive capabilities for doing this ourselves. If the feedback we receive is distort​ed, then our sense of self and our self-moni​toring be​comes distorted. If we grow up in a harsh and puni​tive environment, we learn there is something basi​cally "wrong" with us and that we are essentially "bad." Thus, at an early age, we learn to transform guilt (be​hav​ior-based evalua​tion) into shame (being-based evalua​tion).  The key to this transformation is what hap​pens with anger.

The natural result of shaming experiences is, among other things, anger because being shamed is a boundary violation; it is literally like being invad​ed.  This invasion "pokes" on our natural, adap​tive de​fens​es (i.e., the fear and anger). Unfortu​nately, shame is often mislabeled as "constructive criti​cism" or as guilt, both of which are distor​tions. Along with these distortions is a subtle mes​sage to not talk about the impact of the sham​ing and to sup​press the feelings of fear and an​ger. When the context does not support open ex​pression of feel​ings, then the "false guilt," "guilt-tripping," or "constructive criticism (i.e. shame in disguise) becomes internal​ized; we incorpo​rate the distor​tion about being bad versus having 

done some​thing bad. Once incorporated as shame, it often takes more atten​tion, energy, courage and persis​tence to re​solve. 

This transformation of guilt into shame is akin to what happens to sugar in the bloodstream. Blood sugar (glucose) is our body's basic "fuel." If there is too little blood sugar (hy​poglycemia), then the body does not have enough fuel to function ade​quately; we may feel excessively le​thar​gic or sleepy, or may even fall into a coma. If there is too much glucose in the bloodstream, then the body converts the glu​cose to glycogen which is stored. It takes a consid​erable amount of energy to con​vert glucose to glycogen, and an even greater amount of energy to convert it back to glucose again. Like glyco​gen, stored shame af​fects all aspects of our lives and takes much work ("en​ergy") to be re​solved and again allow us access to the ener​gy contained there​in.

The diffi​cult part about shame is that it is based on cogni​tive distor​tions which we learned much earli​er in life. The good news is that, as adults with our adult cognitive skills (and help from oth​ers), we can correct those early cogni​tive distor​tions. By so doing, we can learn to evalu​ate these old distortions to deter​mine for our​selves wheth​er there was actu​ally anything wrong with our be​havior in the first place.

One means for beginning to reduce shame re​quires looking at the thoughts, feelings, memo​ries, and experi​ences which provoke pain, sad​ness, anger, and sorrow within us. If we can do this, then we can begin to ask vital questions: "How old was I when this happened?" "What were the circum​stanc​es at the time?" "What did others tell me about what happened?" "How did they re​spond?" "What sense did I make of the situation?" "What meaning about the situation did I hold on​to?" "What did I conclude about myself as a result of this experi​ence?" For example, when I was about six years old, my mo​ther found me exploring my body while I was taking a bath. She immediately told me to "STOP THAT!" that what I was doing was "dirty" and that "big boys don't do that." What I con​cluded from my experi​ence was that (1) I was doing some​thing that was very wrong; (2) that others don't do that kind of thing; (3) that my body was "bad" and "dirty," and (4) that I was bad and dirty for ex​plor​ing my body. As an adult, I know cognitively that children learn about them​selves through this type of exploration and that it is a natural part of growing up; however, until I also worked with the feelings that the six-year old me had about my body, I continued to feel that there was something basically wrong with my physical self, even though I "knew better." Once I could do so, I was able to resolve the feel​ings, correct​ing the cognitive distor​tions and false feed​back along the way. Now, I can perceive my own physi​cal being more accu​rately without first twist​ing these percep​tions through old, distort​ed, inaccu​rate cogni​tive "fil​ters."

In tracking down these old distortions, try com​pleting the following sentence stems:

   "I feel embarrassed when ....."

   "When I ....., I feel ashamed"

   "When people compliment me I ....."

   "When I was growing up, others told me 

        I was ....."

   "What my mother told me about me was ....."

   "What my father told me about me was ....."

   "What I most want from others is ...."

   "The reason I don't get what I most want

        from others is ....."

As you complete these sentence stems, no​tice​ both the feelings they provoke and where the feelings (and their associated beliefs) came from. This work will lead you to people and situations which helped generate your shame-based belief systems, allowing the adult you to evalu​ate the accuracy of the feed​back on which these beliefs are based, provid​ing cor​rective adult feed​back as you go.  As you con​tinue on this journey, keep one impor​tant fact in mind: shame is not an innate capabil​ity - it is learned. As such, it can be "unlearned" and re​placed with more adaptive, growthful, hea​lthy strategies for monitoring, evaluating, and correcting our behavior.  
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