
G U I L T  A N D  S H A M E  W O R K S H E E T  ·  H O W  T O  U S E  I T ThoughtsFromATherapist.com

Guilt vs Shame: Guilt for Harm or Guilt for Being
Myself?

Read the article first. This worksheet accompanies Guilt for Being Who We Are at ThoughtsFromATherapist.com, which traces where

guilt for simply existing comes from and why compassion, not argument, loosens it. Search “guilt for being who we are” on the site to

find it.

Some guilt is for harm: our action hurt someone, and the guilt points toward repair. Some guilt is for existence: our being ourselves

elicited a feeling in someone else, and we took responsibility for it. Eventually the nervous system stops telling those two apart, and we

begin to apologize for existing. Guilt is for actions; shame is for identity. This worksheet sorts one guilt and follows the path that fits it. A

few words per space is enough.

S T E P  O N E

The shoulds
List the “I shouldn’t” lines that organize our days. Small ones count: what to wear, what to order, what to say.

S T E P  T W O

Sort one
Did I harm someone, or did my being myself elicit a feeling in someone? Both can be present. The answer

decides the path.

H A R M

Repair
Name the defense that showed up, then apologize without it, and check that the repair is ours to make.

“I see how my action impacted you.”
“I understand your reaction.”
“And I’m truly sorry, for this and for the disconnection it caused.”

E X I S T E N C E

Compassion
Find where the guilt was learned and the equation underneath it. Then turn toward the part of us that learned

it, and offer compassion instead of correction. We are not arguing the guilt away. We are meeting it.

A  W O R K E D  E X A M P L E :  L O N G  H A I R

T H E  S H O U L D By the end of prep school I was the only male student with long hair. I liked it. It felt real to me.

W H AT  I  T O O K  I N A flash of disgust, of contempt, of disdain. Nobody had to say it. My nervous system absorbed it quietly.

H A R M  O R

E X I S T E N C E ?
Existence. No one was harmed. My appearance elicited a feeling in some people.

T H E  E Q U AT I O N If I were different, they wouldn’t have to feel this way.

W H E R E  I T  S P R E A D I should take the safer job. I shouldn’t wear that to this. I shouldn’t stand out.

C O M PA S S I O N Of course you feel guilty. You were trying to protect other people. That makes sense. And I am sorry you ever
had to learn it.

This runs along a spectrum. Sometimes the cost is relatively small: hair, clothing, the wish not to be noticed. Sometimes it is far heavier and carries
less and less choice, as when someone learns that their sexuality or their race unsettles the people around them. At that end there is no choice at all,
and still the same conclusion forms. The guilt was never irrational. It came from attunement, from a wish to spare other people the suffering inside
their own discomfort.

Full directions and the article behind this worksheet: ThoughtsFromATherapist.com, search “guilt for being who we are” William Hambleton Bishop, MA, LPC, LMFT

https://www.thoughtsfromatherapist.com/
https://www.thoughtsfromatherapist.com/guilt-for-being-who-we-are/
https://www.thoughtsfromatherapist.com/guilt-for-being-who-we-are/
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The shoulds, and sorting one
Write the shoulds as they sound inside, without editing them.

F I V E  “ I  S H O U L D N ’ T ”  L I N E S

I shouldn’t ...

C H O O S E  O N E

The guilt I am
sorting

Which one carries the most weight right now? What happened, or what keeps happening?

S T E P  T W O

Harm or
existence?

Check what fits. Both can be present.

My action hurt someone, whether or not I meant it

to

Someone told me my impact didn’t match my

intent

No one was harmed; my being myself elicited a

feeling in someone

The guilt shows up before anyone has said

anything

I am apologizing for something I am, not something

I did

I can name the specific action I regret

S O  T H I S  G U I LT  I S  M O S T LY. . .

F I R S T  F E E L I N G

When I try to name my worth here, what arises first?

G U I LT  ( F O R  A N  A C T I O N ) ,  F E A R  ( O F  W H A T  H A P P E N S  N E X T ) ,  O R  S H A M E  ( A B O U T  W H O  I  A M ) ?  W H A T  D O E S  I T  S AY ?

Full directions and the article behind this worksheet: ThoughtsFromATherapist.com, search “guilt for being who we are” William Hambleton Bishop, MA, LPC, LMFT

https://www.thoughtsfromatherapist.com/
https://www.thoughtsfromatherapist.com/guilt-for-being-who-we-are/
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If it was harm: repair
Fill in this page if the guilt is for an action. Otherwise, turn to the next page.

T H E  D E F E N S E

What I reached
for

Which one showed up first?

“That wasn’t my intention.” Intent over impact “I guess I just can’t do anything right.” A collapse

into guilt

“You shouldn’t feel that way because...” Logic over

emotion

Sarcasm, withdrawal, minimizing, or blame

W H A T  I T  W A S  P R O T E C T I N G

T H E  A P O L O G Y

Three sentences
We say we’re sorry, and we say why. Not groveling: owning the impact without collapsing into shame.

I  S E E  H O W  M Y  A C T I O N  I M P A C T E D  Y O U :

I  U N D E R S T A N D  Y O U R  R E A C T I O N :

I ’ M  S O R R Y,  F O R  T H I S  A N D  F O R  T H E  D I S C O N N E C T I O N  I T  C A U S E D :

O V E R - R E P A I R  C H E C K

Is all of this mine?
Repair can run too high: apologizing excessively, taking responsibility for everything, fixing tension that isn’t

ours to fix.

W H A T  I S  M I N E  T O  R E P A I R

W H A T  I S  N O T  M I N E  T O  C A R R Y

N E X T  T I M E

When the heat of guilt or embarrassment rises, what will I let it point toward: a conversation, not a wall?

Full directions and the article behind this worksheet: ThoughtsFromATherapist.com, search “guilt for being who we are” William Hambleton Bishop, MA, LPC, LMFT

https://www.thoughtsfromatherapist.com/
https://www.thoughtsfromatherapist.com/guilt-for-being-who-we-are/
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If it was existence: compassion
Fill in this page if the guilt is for being who I am.

W H E R E  I  L E A R N E D

I T

The first signals

When did my being myself first seem to cause someone discomfort? What did I take in, and from whom?

T H E  E Q U A T I O N

The quiet rule
If I were different, they wouldn’t have to feel ___. So I should ___.

W H E R E  I T  S P R E A D

What it organizes
now

Which choices does this rule still make: the job, the clothes, what I say, whether I stand out?

C O M P A S S I O N  F O R  T H E  P A R T  T H A T  L E A R N E D  I T

Not correction. Something like: “Of course you feel guilty. You were trying to protect other people. That makes sense.”

O N E  S H O U L D  I  N O  L O N G E R  O R G A N I Z E  M Y  L I F E  A R O U N D

I understand why this guilt formed. I can see the goodness that created it. And I no longer need it to organize my life.

Full directions and the article behind this worksheet: ThoughtsFromATherapist.com, search “guilt for being who we are” William Hambleton Bishop, MA, LPC, LMFT

https://www.thoughtsfromatherapist.com/
https://www.thoughtsfromatherapist.com/guilt-for-being-who-we-are/
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