
Navigating shame & guilt

Understanding the Weight



While guilt is often a reaction to a specific action ("I did something bad"),  
shame is a deeper, more painful feeling about our identity ("I am bad").  
Both can lead to a "sole-cause" narrative, where we convince ourselves  
that we are entirely responsible for a misfortune, ignoring the complex  
web of factors that influence any given event.



The Goal of This Worksheet: To move away from harsh self-criticism by identifying the 
multiple contributors to a situation. By deconstructing the "whole story," we reduce the 
heavy burden of shame and create space for genuine healing.

Identifying the "Web of Causes"

Think of a situation where you feel significant shame or guilt. Use the checklists below to identify external factors that 
may have contributed to the outcome.

1 Contextual Factors

Situational elements that were present at the time.

Information: I didn't have the knowledge then that I have now

Timing: The event happened during a period of high stress or transition

Physical State: I was exhausted, ill, or physically overwhelmed.

Emotional State: I was grieving, anxious, or reacting to past trauma
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2 Social & Interpersonal Factors

The influence and actions of others involved.

Other People’s Decisions: A choice someone else made impacted the result

Communication: There was a misunderstanding or a lack of clear information from others

Expectations: I was trying to meet an unrealistic standard set by someone else

Support: I didn't have the resources or help I needed at that moment

3 Uncontrollable Factors

Elements of coincidences  or environmental circumstances.

Accident: Purely accidental factors that no one could have predicted

Environment: The physical setting or atmosphere contributed to the difficulty

Systemic Issues: Larger forces (work culture, family dynamics, etc.) played a role

Calculating the Cost

Reflection is about learning; shame is about staying stuck. Consider the following:

1. The "Sole-Cause" Narrative 
If you continue to believe you are 100% responsible for 
this situation, how does it impact your ability to move 
forward or care for yourself?

2. The Balanced Truth: 
Looking at the items you checked above, write a 
statement that acknowledges your part while also 
recognizing the other factors involved. 


(Example: "I am responsible for my reaction, but I also recognize that I 
was exhausted and lacked the full information.")

Accountability is a tool for growth, but shame is a barrier to it. By seeing the "Responsibility Pie"  
in its entirety, you allow yourself the compassion necessary to learn from the past without being 
defined by it.
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