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Author’s Note

Guilt Free highlights strategies to help women better recognize and begin to lower their excessive guilt, utilizing an inclusive definition of woman. The recommendations and techniques reflect some of the unique challenges people who identify as women face in their daily lives, but they are certainly not limited to any one gender or group. I welcome all readers to these pages and hope you find something useful in the book.

As you read, you will hear stories of women who are struggling with excessive guilt. Though they certainly represent aspects of the lived experiences of women I’ve treated in my psychiatry practice, confidentiality is very important in my work. Therefore, I have created fictional composites, rather than incorporating personal details, to protect my patients’ privacy.

Lastly, the information is designed to provide support and education, but it cannot serve as a replacement for medical care and is not intended to diagnose, treat, cure, or prevent any condition or disease. If you have questions or concerns about your own health, please contact your health care provider.




Introduction

Nora sits across from me in my office, staring out the window, shaking her head and smiling. Though I am curious, I decide not to ask any questions, instead giving her some time to tell me what is on her mind.

Minutes pass. Finally, she turns to me.

“I think the only time I don’t feel guilty is when I’m sleeping.”

Here we are. Highly functional, engaging, compassionate women, navigating the complexities of romantic relationships, parenthood, careers, our aging parents, and our own identity. Even as you read this, these incredibly challenging endeavors demand your attention, energy, and time, which you give throughout each hectic day. And yet, in my sessions, I hear the same question over and over again.

Why do I feel so guilty all the time?

My psychiatry practice supports women during each stage of life, from first love and leaving home, to the overwhelming responsibility of parenting and the stress of building a career, all the way through the grief of slowly declining health in our friends and partners in late life. I’ve seen excessive guilt show up in different ways across all these important stages, universally robbing women of their enthusiasm and joy. Guilt makes us believe that the reason we’re falling short is because we’re not giving it our all or trying hard enough. But the reality is, we’re not falling short. We’re already giving so much. It is our expectations that are to blame, suggesting anything short of perfection is a failure. The myth of the “perfect” woman – ­thoughtful friend, attentive mother, present partner, capable in every ­way – ­is unattainable, but that doesn’t stop many of us from trying to become ­her, and from feeling guilty when we inevitably fall short. Influenced by our expectations, we think, “If only I do this thing better, I will feel good about myself.”

Yes, if only you remember everyone’s birthday, anniversary, and latest hobby or crafting obsession and be the perfect friend. If only you could avoid sugar all day and then cook healthy, ­vitamin-rich meals every night. If only you could somehow triple the hours in the day to finish the project your boss dropped onto your desk at the last minute. Yes, you may feel miserable or believe you are lacking now, but the future will be ­different – ­if only you just try harder!

As I continue my session with Nora, she describes how overwhelmed she’s felt this past month. First, her mother has been hospitalized with a foot infection and now calls Nora several times a day because she is lonely, but with Nora’s busy schedule, she isn’t always available to answer. Then her daughter brings home a low score on a math quiz and says, “I think boys really are better with numbers.” Nora now feels guilty not only for her daughter’s challenges but also for not protecting her from absorbing this idea that girls can’t do math. (“Ugh. Where did I go so wrong?”) On top of everything, Nora’s work responsibilities have increased significantly after a colleague abruptly left, but she hasn’t received additional support or higher pay. Instead of asking for help, she blames her lack of ­time-management skills for her overflowing workload.

I think we can all relate to Nora when she describes feeling like she is falling behind in one area as soon as she turns her attention to something else. Nora, like so many of us, is drowning in the expectations that come with being a woman trying to navigate multiple competing roles, viewing each day as a series of tasks for completion rather than a chance to find meaning and joy. She blames herself when loved ones seem unhappy, thinking she must be doing something wrong. She feels guilty if she doesn’t exercise or eat right, criticizing herself for her “lack of control.” She is inundated by unreasonable expectations placed on her in her job. Through it all, she accuses herself of not working hard enough to avoid falling behind. She’s even felt guilty when she’s tried to get help in the past, blaming herself for not feeling better.

So there it is again: guilt.

In several ways, guilt can be a helpful emotion, which you are evolutionarily wired to feel. It helps you create and nurture healthy relationships, allows you to demonstrate your commitment to others, and guides you toward repair when you’ve made a mistake. Without guilt, connecting with others would be harder. However, this adaptive type of guilt is not what you will be learning about in this book.

The guilt I’m describing is the opposite of helpful, because it is excessive. It has surpassed its evolutionary utility for connection and instead fuels ­self-criticism, thoughts of failure and inadequacy, sadness and overwhelm, even depression and other health problems. It drives your ­decision-making and generates unhealthy behaviours like perfectionism, ­people-pleasing, and ­self-denial, creating a cycle of suffering. You might agree to an activity you absolutely hate, rather than experience the guilt of saying no. You turn down concert tickets to see your favourite band because you feel guilty asking your neighbour to swing by and let your dog out while you’re away. You suffer through a miserable day at work with a terrible cold because you don’t want to let your coworkers down. Guilt repeatedly asks us, “What makes you think you’re worthwhile when you’re not achieving or producing? Why would others want to spend time with you if you aren’t perfect? Why can’t you do anything right?”

But that’s the lie we’re all telling ourselves.

Many of us view this critical voice as a necessary evil, pushing us toward becoming a better ­person – ­because guilt is a pretty effective motivator. By threatening yourself with criticism and disappointment, you might make it to the gym or schedule that dental appointment. Guilt also offers an enticing illusion of control. You may believe you’ve messed up, but if you just work harder, you can fix it, right?

But guilt also blocks your access to joy and pleasure. You “indulge” in something truly pleasurable, such as an ice cream cone on a warm day or a relaxing massage after a busy week. Instead of savouring it, you feel guilty for your lack of ­self-control or selfish desire to take time for yourself, ruining this brief interlude of joy. Guilt, then, becomes the payment for any moment of satisfaction you dare to experience for yourself.

When you start exploring the reasons for this excessive guilt, for these moments when you judge your attempts to rest and take pleasure, berate yourself for your imperfections, or seem to accumulate ­never-ending tasks and responsibilities, you can quickly hit a brick wall, thinking, “I just don’t understand why I’m always feeling this way.”

I know what it feels like to live with excessive guilt and I’m guessing you do, too. For a long time, I struggled with this constant feeling. Despite my education and training, it still seemed like guilt was in control. I’d be going about my day, trying to care for my patients, my family, maybe even myself, and bam! There it was again, telling me I was lazy and undisciplined: guilt. Guilt urged me to do more and judge myself for periods of rest, reflection, and even sadness. It reared its ugly head every time I experienced frustration or impatience with my kids, because I worried that meant I wasn’t appreciating our time together enough, even when my frustration was totally warranted. (“I should enjoy taking them grocery shopping, even when they run over my heel with the cart.”)

When your guilt tells you to quiet your wishes because your needs are less important than others’ or suggests you matter only if you are optimally productive, attractive, or taking care of others, these are all lies. Guilt is responsible for this brutal voice in your head telling you you’re never enough. This is why, friends, I am done with all this guilt, and I hope you are, too. If you find yourself thinking, “There has to be a better way,” you’re absolutely right.

If you, like Nora and like so many of us, live with guilt as your everyday experience, I know I can help you find relief, for the following reasons:


	I’ve studied the brain and human behaviour for more than a decade, as a ­board-certified psychiatrist and in my role as an academic physician, teaching future doctors at premier institutions around the country. I know how to make changes in your unhelpful thoughts and actions.

	I’ve sought out the best research on the development and management of our most difficult emotions, especially guilt.

	I wrote this book to figure out my own difficult relationship with guilt, and it has helped me enormously.

	I’ve helped thousands of women finally stop letting guilt run their lives, allowing them to make decisions based on their true desires and goals.



Guilt Free is a guide to understanding and letting go of your guilt, so you can start living according to what you want and need instead of what you think you should be doing. We’ll start by examining the mechanisms of guilt, exploring how some guilt is good and even necessary; the origins of our most debilitating expectations; and key reasons guilt can be so difficult to relinquish. Then, we’ll dive into the how. The process of lowering our guilt begins with noticing the expectations that are subconsciously driving us; by identifying our guilt triggers. We’ll explore how to lower the noise of our loudest guilty thoughts and learn techniques to shift to a better way of making important decisions with agency rather than guilt or criticism. Along the way, I’ll share brief stories representing the thousands of women I’ve helped in my practice over the years, giving you a glimpse into the lives of women who are also struggling with guilt.

Change is possible when you learn how to understand yourself and can then make informed choices about your life. By the end of the book, my hope is that these choices will be guided by many ­things – ­joy, desire, grief, a craving for mint chocolate chip ice cream, even ­anger – ­but they will no longer be controlled by guilt. It doesn’t mean you will never feel guilty or any number of other difficult emotions. You will just be empowered to choose the path that you want to follow, rather than the one you believe you should.

Let’s learn to identify and neutralize guilty thoughts, treat ourselves with kindness, approach setbacks as learning experiences rather than failures, and recognize our many contributions.

Welcome, friends, to a life with less guilt!
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1.

Understanding Guilt

We seem to be doing all right, but I still feel like such a failure,” Janine tells me. When I ask for examples of how she is failing, she quickly launches into a long list of ways she believes she is letting people down.

“I haven’t finished the paperwork for my new employees to get health insurance,” she begins. “I never see my husband because he has such a long commute and I usually work in the evenings, when he’s home. My mother is more connected to my daughter than I am, since she watches her while I’m at the office all day. I pay for this expensive gym and never go. My daughter had a huge tantrum in the grocery store last week when I was just trying to grab a few things and I ended up bribing her with candy, which I know is terrible.”

She then asks me, “Why do I feel so guilty all the time? I’m tired of being this frustrated and exhausted, but I don’t know how to change it.”

Haven’t we all felt this way at some point, our emotions overpowering us with their sudden intensity? You may sometimes wish you could simply cut them off completely, seeking relief from their powerful influences on your mind and body. However, they represent a crucial part of your ­survival – ­yes, even the tough ones, like guilt.

Adaptive Guilt

Emotions can be divided into two main categories. First, there are the primary or basic ­emotions – ­like fear, anger, joy, and ­sadness – ­that serve essential survival functions, like helping us recognize the difference between a safe environment and one that might be dangerous. Then we have the secondary or social emotions, which include embarrassment, jealousy, empathy, and, yes, guilt. These emotions are prosocial because they help support our relationships and ability to work with others. They not only involve our individual experiences but also occur in relation to others.1

Think about it. Embarrassment may not feel good in the moment, but it allows us to adjust and reconnect if we’ve overstepped or made some kind of social blunder. Jealousy, another aversive emotion, signals that we care about someone enough to respond passionately to the threat of loss or unmasks a secret desire we’ve hidden from ourselves. Empathy helps us to better understand others’ experiences and emotions, allowing a deeper social connection. Guilt works the same way.

We are evolutionarily wired to feel guilt. Without guilt, it would be much more difficult to form and strengthen our most important relationships. Interpersonal ­guilt – ­guilt that arises in our interactions with ­others – ­is adaptive because it is helpful for forging connection. It does so in three distinct ways:2


	
Expressing Care. First, guilt allows one member of a couple or group to express care and commitment in the face of wrongdoing. Essentially, in order to experience guilt, you must feel some kind of connection to the other people involved.  
“I feel guilty for letting you down because I care about you.”





	
Rebalancing Inequities. Second, guilt serves to fix or rebalance inequities in emotional distress within the relationship, meaning if your partner does something wrong but later feels guilty about it, then at least both of you will feel equally bad in the end. Additionally, this is how guilt can provide an important motivation for repair after a big fight. 
 
“I feel so guilty for hurting her feelings. This is awful. I need to do something to make her feel better.”





	
Influencing Others. Third, guilt provides a way for one individual or group, especially those from positions of lesser power, to influence the other. By evoking guilt in the more powerful person or group, the less powerful individual can sway them to make desired changes. 
  “I wish your organization would be willing to help us raise money for our local food bank, but I guess it’s not a priority for you this year.”




As you can see, not all guilt is bad. In fact, our ability to experience the reparative motivation that guilt provides has allowed us as a species to succeed at a level far beyond most of our closest relatives in the animal kingdom.3 We can connect and collaborate in such highly sophisticated ways because our distant ancestors who were best at feeling and responding to these social emotions were the ones who survived and passed along their genetic information.

One of the reasons for this is because guilt works closely with another vital social emotion: empathy. Guilt and empathy work together in important ways. If we are able to truly understand what someone else is feeling through the illuminating process of feeling it ourselves, and we believe we are somehow responsible for causing that feeling, we will experience a powerful motivation to attempt repair. This is why a sincere “I’m sorry” from a loved one tempers your anger and eases your hurt. It shows you that they understand your pain, maybe even feel it themselves, and care enough to try to make you feel better. This type of interaction leads to increased communication and ­collaboration – ­and collaboration is always an evolutionarily adaptive outcome.

While we are all born with the biological ability to feel these social emotions, researchers have found that guilt and empathy truly begin to take shape around age three. This evolutionary legacy is learned and enhanced over time through your interactions with others, as well as through the direct teaching of your parents and other role models. As a child’s brain begins to mature, they develop the ability to recognize they are not the only person on ­earth – ­which, if you’ve ever tried to convince a ­three-year-old to share their toys, you know can be tricky. Around this time, they are also learning the difference between right and wrong, which is shaped by their interactions with the world around them. In the process, they’re beginning to understand that when bad things happen to someone else, it might be because of something they have done. This is when repair skills can be taught. Infants, on the other hand, are not able to comprehend these dynamics. They just know how to cry when they are hungry, wet, or tired. The ability to experience both guilt and empathy is thought to create our conscience, an important part of our lives as caring, connected individuals. Therefore, think about how much we must learn in our earliest ­years – ­all this complicated information can be put together by age three. (Human brains are incredible, aren’t they?)

However, when guilt is used as the primary tool to influence or control behaviour – ­even in theoretically adaptive ­ways – ­it becomes maladaptive.

Maladaptive Guilt

Unlike adaptive guilt, maladaptive guilt is not conducive to collaboration or strengthening relationships. In fact, it can have a number of negative interpersonal consequences, including distancing you from your loved ones and creating unnecessary conflict. Also, as we will discuss throughout this book, when we use maladaptive guilt to influence or control ourselves, we become burdened with an overwhelming sense of never doing enough.

Let’s start with maladaptive guilt turned outward, or manipulative guilt. This is the use of guilt to influence someone in an unfair or overwhelming way; in other words, to manipulate. Because guilt, especially when forced on you by someone else, is very uncomfortable, it may provide a ­short-term ­benefit – ­you end up doing what the other person would like you to do, and they might feel cared for in the ­moment – ­but it doesn’t always create the ­long-term change they desire, which is increased connection. If you’ve experienced someone using guilt as a mechanism of control, you know very well there are risks to this method. You naturally avoid things that make you feel awful, and if someone is making you feel awful through guilt, you may begin to significantly limit your time with them.

Consider Carolyn, who resides alone in an ­assisted-living facility. During a visit from her adult daughter, she realizes she would like to see more of her but struggles with mobility and cannot regularly travel to her daughter’s home. Carolyn believes she can no longer directly tell her daughter what to do, now that she is a grown woman. However, she would still like to influence her daughter’s decisions. By inducing her daughter’s guilt with statements such as, “It’s nice to finally have you here to see me. I know you’re usually too busy to make the trip,” she may be able to motivate her daughter to act according to her ­wishes – ­to visit more, in this case. Additionally, if she senses her daughter is feeling guilty about not meeting her needs, Carolyn can also be reassured that her daughter still cares about her (the first prosocial effect of adaptive guilt).

Let’s pause for a moment to consider Carolyn’s approach. Does she realize she’s using guilt to manipulate her daughter? It’s possible. Perhaps she has consciously shifted to this strategy after years of failed attempts to control her independent daughter’s choices. Alternatively, she may not recognize her words are creating guilt for her daughter. This may just have been her dynamic with her own mother and she’s repeating history, unconsciously evoking the same emotions she may have felt as a younger woman. In the end, it may not matter. The effect on her daughter is still a negative ­one – ­and ultimately leads to fewer visits and less time together, a painful distancing neither wants.

Contrast this with a more direct approach Carolyn could take. She could tell her daughter she feels lonely and really enjoys when she visits. They could then have a conversation about different ways Carolyn might be able to connect with others when her daughter is not there, and how to increase her interactions with her daughter, even if her daughter can’t always visit in person. In other words, this kind of honest communication is more likely to help Carolyn meet her needs, including a closer connection with her loving daughter.

Remember, manipulative guilt might seem helpful in the short term, but over time, using it to elicit care and influence behaviour ultimately leads to a loss of connection and a buildup of resentment, and everyone misses out. Guilt, then, is usually not the best way to influence your partners and loved ones. It’s also not the best way to influence yourself.

The Guilt Equation:  When Guilt Turns Inward

The other form of maladaptive guilt, and the primary focus of this book, is the guilt you direct at yourself. It emerges when you believe you’ve done something ­wrong – ­the key word here being believe. This is an important aspect of guilt: It is not always based on fact. Rather than responding to a situation based on what’s actually happening, you measure yourself against a broad set of expectations to see if you make the grade. And if and when you don’t, guilt creeps in, regardless of whether that expectation was realistic in the first place.

There are many factors that play into our daily experiences of excessive guilt. The more I’ve researched, however, the more I’ve realized you can simplify all of them to these two variables:

What you expect of yourself

How well you believe you are meeting these expectations

That’s it. That’s the Guilt Equation.

Guilt = ­Expectations - ­Reality

The Guilt Equation is a powerful framework for understanding – ­and ultimately ­dismantling – ­the roots of our excessive guilt. Remember, as with all your emotions, ­guilt – ­even maladaptive ­guilt – ­is a signal. In the same way an accidental splash of boiling water creates a burning sting on your skin, your emotions are a response to your environment and what you believe about your environment. They alert you to your surrounding world and can help you identify how events and experiences are affecting you. When you find yourself ­buried under an overwhelming amount of guilt, you can begin using the Guilt Equation to uncover your deeply held, often unreasonable expectations, and to shift your attention to your many hidden gifts and contributions. Excessive guilt arises when your expectations vastly outmatch your perception of reality.

First, let’s define some terms. What exactly do I mean by expectations? Expectations are the beliefs you carry about each of the roles you hold. They are shaped by broad forces, including societal pressure (such as social media displays of unrealistic parenthood or beliefs about women’s “natural place” in the world); your most important relationships (like your partner’s belief that you are the one who always keeps track of things); your family of origin (such as the way your mother and father divided household and caretaking duties); even your own core beliefs (like perfection is the only path to love and acceptance). Your expectations are the standards you subconsciously try to ­meet – ­and feel guilty about when you don’t.

For example, if your expectation of being a good colleague means being available for any ­last-minute project, never complaining if you aren’t given the credit you deserve, and regularly sacrificing your personal life to “hop on a quick work call,” then your guilt rises the further your true activities depart from this ideal. If, instead, you set reachable expectations for yourself in the workplace, the guilt may begin to lessen. Maybe you remind your supervisor of her promise to hold off on work calls after hours or you ask a colleague to add your name to a presentation you spent hours helping him create, so the team knows how hard you’ve been working. Learning how to shift your outsize, unhelpful expectations is a powerful way to lower your guilt.

Which brings us to the other variable: our perception of ­reality – ­perception being the key word here. The Guilt Equation uses your subjective version of reality, meaning what you believe, rather than one based on absolute fact. This is because, like many of us, you may tend to have a really skewed view of your everyday accomplishments and capabilities.

Let’s compare this tendency to overlook our efforts to the process of taring the small kitchen scale used for precise baking measurements. After you place a small bowl on the scale, you push the tare button to reset the scale before adding flour or other dry ingredients. The weight of the bowl is now magically zero. Often, women use this same process to negate the positive things we are doing in our lives. You view yourself as a terrible person after missing one call from a struggling friend, even though you’ve spent the past week bringing her little gifts and texting her positive messages. At work, you ignore all the positive things your supervisor told you in your latest job review, focusing instead on the one recent deadline you had to extend. Your accomplishments disappear to zero as you focus instead on what you haven’t done and potential you haven’t met.

When your accomplishments and efforts are overlooked, the reality variable of the Guilt Equation drops precipitously. All you are left with are those ­sky-high expectations, leading to similarly outsize experiences of guilt. What this means is that doing more may not lower your guilt; instead, you need to acknowledge the countless amazing things you are already doing every single day. Getting three kids fed, dressed, and off to school. Planning an entire bridal shower for your friend. Working a ­twelve-hour day to finish a big project in time for an unexpected meeting. These are all major accomplishments. Give yourself some credit where credit is due.

You may be incredibly skilled at spotting the ways you believe you are falling short, but lowering your excessive guilt requires you to make a crucial shift in focus. Ask yourself, “What am I already doing that’s amazing?” When I encourage this reframe of your current reality, I’m not saying you just need to pretend everything is great. Life will throw challenges at you every single day, and you will, understandably, be affected by them. Instead, I’m suggesting you try to view your life through new, more accurate eyes. What is currently true? With this shift in perspective, you might be surprised by the many things you are already doing well.

Consider the following dramatic example of the effects of unreasonable expectations and overlooked accomplishments. During the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, when we were all adjusting to a massive, once-in-a-lifetime cultural shift, many of us felt guilty for being less productive at work, having a messier house, feeling impatient with our children, making fewer healthy food choices, or not exercising as often as we thought we should. Many women described feeling a pressure to use their time well, whatever that means, often responding to the performative social media influencers and their smelly sourdough starters or entrepreneurial ventures.

What we magically removed from our perception of reality, however, was our incredible flexibility as we responded to confusing recommendations, protecting ourselves, along with our friends and families, from a novel and dangerous virus. We were able to adjust to online communication for all things and make it through each day in the absence of our usual support system and social interactions. What a feat! These courageous adaptations, and others like them, must be acknowledged in our perception of reality. Otherwise, we get excessive guilt.

It’s not just the major efforts, like responding to a disaster, that need to be acknowledged. Every single day, you are doing so many important things, even if they seem small. You’re facing the challenges each of your roles provides, whether it’s getting dressed and ready for the day even when you didn’t sleep well, preparing for a meeting that you’re dreading, taking ­bath-time duties with your kids even though you know you’ll get soaked in the process, or driving a friend to the airport because her ride fell through. Take a few moments each evening to look back on the day’s activities. You might be surprised by just how much you’ve accomplished.

Can you stop letting guilt make your decisions? Will you be able to rewrite these tired scripts you’ve carried around for so many years that tell you to keep doing more and to work harder, convincing you that what you’ve been doing is simply not enough? Absolutely.

Learning to view guilt as a helpful signal gives you an important opportunity to observe it with curiosity rather than judgment.

How Guilt Hijacks Our ­Decision-Making

Amanda came to my office following a major argument with her mother that caused her mother to refuse to return Amanda’s calls, which she found highly upsetting. I asked her to share a little more about their relationship. At first, she was highly complimentary, but as she continued to share details, a pattern began to emerge.

Amanda noticed she tried to anticipate what her mother might like and then adjusted her choices accordingly. She was trying to be a good daughter, and to her that meant always being available for her mother and avoiding any choices that might upset her. When her mother had a bad fall, Amanda took time off ­work – ­despite it being a stressful ­period – ­to join her for every medical appointment. When her mother asked to get coffee or lunch ­last-minute, she always said yes, even if it meant canceling plans with her friends, telling herself, “It’s my mum, I need to spend time with her because she’s getting older.” And when she was too exhausted from work or traveling to say yes to her mother’s invitations, she felt so guilty, she ended up avoiding saying anything and instead didn’t reach out for several days. Unsurprisingly, the avoidance only amplified the guilt.

Eventually, Amanda began to tell me about the recent argument with her mother. Her mum had planned a family dinner at her home, and without telling Amanda, she had invited the single son of a friend, hoping he and Amanda might hit it off. In the past, Amanda had repeatedly asked her mother to stay out of her love life, but eventually she gave up. Her mother simply wouldn’t listen. So when her mum pulled her aside to ask what she thought of the visiting man, Amanda, boiling over with resentment, lashed out.

“I should have given him a chance,” she told me. “My mum was just trying to be helpful. I said some awful things to her, and now I feel absolutely terrible. No wonder she won’t return my calls. I shouldn’t have lost my temper with her. If I could have just gotten through the dinner, we wouldn’t have fought.”

Excessive guilt, when left unchecked, eventually takes over your ­decision-making system and sense of self. Instead of making choices based on what you want and need, you make them based on what you think you should be doing in order to be a good daughter, mother, colleague, partner, person, [fill in the blank]. This may alleviate the discomfort of your guilt in the moment, reinforcing this approach. However, in the long run, it will only make your life worse. Instead of thoughtfully responding to a situation or request, you will let guilt pressure you into overscheduling an already busy week or agreeing to activities you would much rather skip. Guilt will tell you that you’ve failed if you forget one task on your endless list or miss one trip to the gym. Or like it did with Amanda, guilt will lead you to live in a state of perpetual disappointment. In other words, if you are living under the influence of constant guilt, you aren’t allowing yourself to be human, with human moments of imperfection.

This is one of the biggest costs of excessive guilt. Doing things you don’t actually want to do over and over again simply because to not do them would mean disappointment in others only breeds resentment and dread, even avoidance. This is simply not a sustainable way to live. Yet many of us get caught in the cycle of trying to be the Ideal ­Woman – ­and the Ideal Woman does not disappoint others. Yes, Amanda’s mother often crossed boundaries and disregarded Amanda’s wishes. But in her attempt to meet the unreasonable expectations of being a “good” daughter, Amanda was neglecting her own needs and desires, and telling herself she wasn’t allowed to feel frustrated or upset, even though these emotions were warranted. Over time, this kind of suppression can lead to sudden outbursts of emotional ­expression – ­often in ways you would prefer to ­avoid – ­and can cause demoralization, physical and emotional depletion, and a loss of ­self-efficacy.

Also, because time is not a renewable resource, letting guilt push you into activities or responsibilities you don’t enjoy, or even feel uncomfortable doing, means you have less time in your life for the many things you actually want to do. Perhaps guilt forces you out of bed even though you need more rest to recover from a bad cold or recent travel. You might look at your calendar for the week and because you’ve felt too guilty to say no, it’s so crammed with tasks and responsibilities that you don’t have time to pick up groceries, forcing you to rely on takeout and spend money you were hoping to save. In this way, guilt actually creates limitations and disappointment in your life, which is a costly ­trade-off.

Guilt Versus Shame

Before we move on, it’s important to differentiate guilt from another difficult feeling that can affect us in similar ways: shame. Guilt and shame are alike in many ways. They’re both highly uncomfortable to experience. They can elicit negative thoughts and behaviours and be used to manipulate others and ourselves. But the difference lies in the root of the emotion. While guilt is a voice within you saying, “I’ve done something wrong,” shame proclaims, “I am wrong.” While guilt arises after a particular behaviour, shame occurs when the focus is on the entire self.4 What this means is that inherently, guilt can be adaptive, whereas shame more often is not.

Guilt, as we’ve learned, can be socially beneficial. When you do something you wish you hadn’t, guilt drives you to make things right. Shame, on the other hand, is like a black mould that flourishes in the darkness; rather than triggering repair, it can cause you to pull away, hide, deny, or try to escape the situation. As a result, once shame is evoked, it can be very difficult to continue to connect with others. If you are triggered to feel ­shame – ­to believe you are flawed in a deep and pervasive ­way – ­you may retreat, assuming rejection even when there is none. Or you may create masks for public consumption, hiding your authentic self behind the protective covering of indifference or performative ­self-assurance. At first, the mask might work, but there is always a cost. If you believe those who choose your company might not do so if they knew the “real you,” it can be difficult to form intimate relationships with confidence. This can lead to cycles of conflict and misunderstanding, preventing you from feeling truly connected or supported.

Unfortunately, the world primes many of us for shame in what it perpetuates about race, culture, religion, social status, and family of origin. You may have spent years believing you were less valuable or lovable because you grew up with a different skin colour, spiritual belief, or level of financial means from those you perceived modeled the “correct” way to be. This shame, then, can lead to social isolation, fear of intimacy, or lower ­self-confidence in your adult life.

Shame is simply not an adaptive emotion, often causing you to pull away or hide yourself from the world, and burdening you with ­self-critical and painful beliefs. In fact, the best policy is to recognize it when it shows up, and then send it packing, reminding yourself it’s just spreading lies. When it comes to guilt, however, yes, excessive amounts can really interfere with our lives, as we will discuss further in the coming chapters, but in some cases, appropriate guilt can be adaptive and help to nurture strong social relationships.


[image: ]

As we prepare to move on to the next chapter, remember, guilt isn’t inherently bad. In fact, it can help you demonstrate to others that you care about them, and allow you to repair after an argument or other difficult conflict. In other words, in some situations, it can be adaptive.

However, when the amount of guilt continues to escalate and you begin to turn it inward, battering yourself with guilt about your responses to your environments, stressors, and experiences, it can just make everything harder. Thankfully, it’s possible to let go of all this ugly, overwhelming guilt. You can begin by approaching your guilt as a signal, one that points you to all the ways you’re downplaying your abilities and contributions, as well as to the many unreasonable expectations driving your choices. Because, unfortunately, there are many, many expectations today’s society asks women to accept.
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