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BEFORE YOU BEGIN

A Note Before You Begin

Shame is different from other difficult emotions. It doesn't just hurt — it convinces you

that the hurt is proof. Proof that you are too much, or not enough, or fundamentally

broken in a way that others would confirm if they only knew.

That conviction feels very real. It is not. Shame can involve thoughts, emotions, body

sensations, learned beliefs, and a powerful sense of social threat. It may feel like proof

that something is wrong with you, but a feeling of defectiveness is not evidence of

defectiveness.

Shame is not a verdict. It is a state. States change.

You don't have to talk yourself out of it. You don't have to perform okayness. You just

have to interrupt the spiral long enough for your nervous system to remember it's safe.

This toolkit is for that interruption. That's all. One step less inside the spiral than you

were a moment ago.

You are not the problem. You are having a response.

Self-help resource. Not a replacement for professional care or crisis support. 1



ORIENTATION

How to Use This Toolkit

Pick it up mid-spiral or read it through once when calm. Either works. Here's how to
navigate it. This toolkit contains six core tools, supported by a three-step protocol,
quick-reference guide, personal profile, and customized action plan.
THREE WAYS TO USE IT

IN THE MOMENT

Go to the Quick Reference (last pages). Pick one tool. Do it for 60 seconds. Reading can

wait.

LEARNING MODE

Read through once. Understand your shame spiral. Notice which tools feel most relevant

to your pattern.

BUILDING A PRACTICE

Complete My Shame Profile and My Personal Protocol. Return after each spiral to

update them.

FIND YOUR TOOL BY WHAT'S HAPPENING RIGHT NOW

Body flooded, can't think
→  Tool 01: The Shame Ground

Inner voice attacking you
→  Tool 02: Self-Talk Scripts

"I AM the problem"
→  Tool 03: The Shame Audit

Collapsing into self-attack
→  Tool 04: Self-Compassion

Critic is very loud
→  Tool 05: Inner Critic Interrupt

Urge to hide and disappear
→  Tool 06: Micro-Connection

A note: shame wants you to do this alone and in secret. These tools work best when

you also have one safe person who knows you use them.

Self-help resource. Not a replacement for professional care or crisis support. 2



UNDERSTANDING THE SPIRAL

What Shame Actually Is

Shame is not the same as guilt. The difference matters enormously:

GUILT

I did something bad.

Focuses on behavior.

Motivates repair.

SHAME

I am something bad.

Focuses on self.

Motivates hiding.

Guilt and shame can overlap. Guilt may support repair when it remains focused on a

specific action. Shame becomes more damaging when it turns a mistake, rejection, or

painful experience into a global conclusion about the self.

To your nervous system, shame registers as social threat. Humans are deeply wired for

belonging, so perceived rejection or exclusion can produce an intense emotional and

physical response — even when the trigger is a look, a word, or a silence.

THE SHAME SPIRAL

1 Trigger

A perceived failure, rejection, criticism, or comparison.

2 Identity Collapse

"I am the problem" — the self becomes the threat.

3 Body Response

Flush, collapse, freeze, nausea, wanting to disappear.

4 Hide or Overcompensate

Withdraw, go silent, over-explain, people-please, attack back.

5 Shame Deepens

Hiding confirms the belief: "If they knew, they'd agree."

Shame is self-reinforcing. The hiding that feels protective is the same thing that keeps

the spiral alive. The antidote is often, in some form, connection.

Self-help resource. Not a replacement for professional care or crisis support. 3



EMERGENCY PROTOCOL

The 3-Step
Emergency Protocol

Before reaching for any specific tool, run this sequence. Shame moves fast — this

slows it down enough to choose.

01 NAME THE STATE

Say: "I am in a shame response right now. This is not a fact about who I am. This is a

state my nervous system has moved into."

02 OPEN THE BODY

Shame collapses the body. Counter it physically: lift your gaze, roll your shoulders

back, place one hand on your chest. Breathe in for 4, out for 8.

03 CHOOSE A TOOL

Now — and only now — reach for one of the tools in this kit. You are no longer inside

the shame. You are working with it.

→ Naming the state is not the same as agreeing with it. You are not saying

"I am broken." You are saying "A part of me currently feels broken, and

I am going to respond to that feeling without treating it as a verdict."

Self-help resource. Not a replacement for professional care or crisis support. 4



TOOL 01 01
The Shame Ground
Body-based shame reset

USE WHEN: Body flooded, can't think

Shame lives in the body before it lives in the mind. It collapses posture, heats the face,

and creates an overwhelming urge to shrink or disappear. This tool works at the

physical level first.

THE PRACTICE

1 Sit or stand. Notice the urge to make yourself smaller — don't fight it, just notice it.

2 Slowly lift your gaze to eye level or slightly above. Let your eyes soften.

3 Roll your shoulders back and down. This is not performance — it is a signal to your

nervous system.

4 Place one hand on the center of your chest. Feel the warmth of your own hand.

5 Breathe in for 4 counts. Hold for 2. Breathe out for 8.

6 With each exhale, say quietly: "I am safe in this moment. This feeling is not a fact."

7 Repeat for 5 full breath cycles. Stay with the hand on chest throughout.

8 Notice any softening — even 5% less intensity is a successful round.

Shame says: make yourself small and invisible. One possible counter-movement

is allowing yourself to occupy the space you are already in.

→ Choose only the steps that feel grounding. If lifting your gaze,

changing posture, or placing a hand on your chest feels exposing or

uncomfortable, keep your eyes lowered and use contact with the floor,

chair, or another neutral object instead.

Self-help resource. Not a replacement for professional care or crisis support. 5



TOOL 02 02
Self-Talk Scripts
What to say when shame is loud

USE WHEN: Inner voice attacking you

These scripts aren't positive thinking. They're designed to introduce one crack of doubt

into the shame narrative — just enough to loosen its grip.

"I am the problem"

Something happened that felt painful. My nervous system has made it mean something
about who I am. Those are not the same thing.

"Everyone can see it"

Shame feels public. Most of the time it is entirely invisible to others. My inner experience
is not written on my face.

"I am too much"

I am having a big feeling. Big feelings are not character defects. They are information.

"I am not enough"

I am comparing my insides to other people's outsides. I do not have their full
information.

"I should have known better"

I did what I could with what I had and who I was at the time. I can do differently now.
That is not the same as being defective.

"They must think I'm pathetic"

I don't know what they think. What I know is that my shame is real. Their reaction is a
story I'm adding.

You do not need to believe these statements completely. Use the one that

feels only slightly more accurate than the shame story.

Self-help resource. Not a replacement for professional care or crisis support. 6



TOOL 03 03
The Shame Audit
Separating behavior from identity

USE WHEN: "I AM the problem"

Shame collapses the distance between what you did and who you are. This tool rebuilds

that distance. It doesn't excuse behavior — it restores accuracy.

THE EXERCISE

1 Write down the thing you feel ashamed of in one plain sentence.

2 Ask: "Is this something I DID, or something I AM?" Write the answer.

3 If it's something you did: "What would I say to a person I loved who did this same

thing?"

4 Identify the belief shame is making it mean: "This proves I am _____."

5 Ask: "Is there any evidence that contradicts this belief? Even a small piece?"

6 Write one thing that is also true about you — something the shame is leaving out.

THE REFRAME

SHAME SAYS:  "I forgot. I am unreliable. I always do this."

ACCURATE:   "I forgot this once. I can address it and do differently."

You are not your worst moment. You are not your pattern. You are a person

having both — and you are still here, doing the work.

→ If shame is connected to something genuinely harmful you did, this tool

is not about bypassing accountability. It's about getting accurate enough

to actually repair.

THE FOUR-PART BREAKDOWN

What happened? What shame says it
means about me

What the observable
facts show

What shame is leaving
out

Self-help resource. Not a replacement for professional care or crisis support. 7



TOOL 04 04
Self-Compassion Practice
The three-part response

USE WHEN: Collapsing into self-attack

Self-compassion isn't self-indulgence or bypassing. It is the practice Kristin Neff

identifies as the most direct antidote to shame — and the most difficult to access when

you need it most.

It has three parts. All three are needed.

01  MINDFULNESS

Notice the pain without over-identifying with it. Say: "This is a moment of suffering. I am

in pain right now." Don't minimize it. Don't amplify it. Just name it.

02  COMMON HUMANITY

Remind yourself that suffering and self-doubt are part of the shared human experience.

You are not uniquely broken. You are not alone in this. Say: "Other people feel this way

too."

03  SELF-KINDNESS

Offer yourself the response you would offer someone you love. Place both hands on your

heart. Say: "May I be kind to myself right now. May I give myself what I need."

If self-compassion feels impossible, try this: "What would I say to my closest

friend if they were feeling exactly this?" Then say that to yourself.

Self-compassion does not mean denying responsibility. It means responding

to yourself in a way that makes honest reflection and repair more possible.

Self-help resource. Not a replacement for professional care or crisis support. 8



TOOL 05 05
The Inner Critic Interrupt
Creating distance from the critical voice

USE WHEN: The inner critic is very loud

Some critical thoughts developed as attempts to prevent rejection, mistakes, or

humiliation. Whether or not that is true for this thought, you can examine its message

without obeying its attack.

THE PRACTICE

1 When you notice the critical voice: pause. Don't engage with the content yet.

2 Name it: "The inner critic is speaking right now." Give it a character if it helps — a

name, an image, a type.

3 Create distance: "I notice I'm having the thought that I am _____." (This is not the same

as believing it.)

4 Ask: "How old does this voice sound? When did I first hear this?" You don't need the

full answer — just the question creates space.

5 Ask: "Is this voice keeping me safe, or keeping me small?"

6 Respond as a fair witness would: "That's one perspective. Here is what else is true."

CRITIC VS. FAIR WITNESS

CRITIC:        "You always do this. You're a disaster."

FAIR WITNESS:  "I made a mistake. I can look at that honestly."

→ The goal isn't to silence the critic — it's to stop treating it as the

only voice in the room.

Self-help resource. Not a replacement for professional care or crisis support. 9



TOOL 06 06
Micro-Connection
The opposite action to shame

USE WHEN: Urge to hide or disappear

Shame's primary instruction is: hide. Don't let anyone see. Stay small and silent until it

passes. This is exactly what keeps the spiral alive. The antidote — connection — feels

almost impossible when you're inside the shame. So we start very, very small.

THE PRACTICE — CHOOSE ONE

1 Text one safe person: "I'm having a hard day." You don't have to explain anything else.

2 Say one true thing out loud — to yourself, to a pet, to the room: "I'm struggling right

now."

3 Make eye contact with one person briefly. A stranger is fine. You don't have to speak.

4 Tell one person one real thing — not the full story, just one honest sentence.

5 Hold something warm: a mug, a hot water bottle. Let the warmth register as care.

6 Call one person and say nothing more than: "Can we just talk for a few minutes?"

Shame cannot survive being witnessed with kindness. You don't need a

crowd. You need one moment of genuine contact — even with yourself.

→ Soft disclosure is not the same as oversharing. You do not owe anyone

your full story. "I'm struggling" is enough. "I'm having a hard time" is

enough. True contact doesn't require everything.

Choose someone who has shown that they can respond without shaming,

minimizing, interrogating, or sharing your private information. Connection is

helpful only when the connection itself is sufficiently safe.

Self-help resource. Not a replacement for professional care or crisis support. 10



AFTER THE SPIRAL

After the Shame Spiral

Shame spirals are exhausting. The body uses enormous energy to generate and

sustain that level of self-attack. When the wave passes, tending matters.

RECOVERY RITUALS

1 Rest without guilt. You've been through something physiologically significant.

2 Avoid making apologies, confessions, or big decisions while still coming down.

3 Drink water. Eat something. The body was in a stress response — it needs care.

4 Notice what triggered the spiral without judging yourself for being triggered.

5 Journal prompt: "What did shame say I was? What is also true that it left out?"

6 If someone was involved: wait until regulated before any conversation.

The spiral happened. You didn't choose it. What you did with it — reaching for

a tool, staying with yourself, not acting from the shame — that was a choice.

That counts.

Each time you interrupt the spiral — even imperfectly — you are building
evidence against the shame's central claim. You are not the problem. You are
the one doing the work.

Self-help resource. Not a replacement for professional care or crisis support. 11



QUICK REFERENCE

When to Use What

TOOL 01 5–8 min

The Shame Ground
When: Body flooded 5–8 min

TOOL 02 2–3 min

Self-Talk Scripts
When: Inner voice attacking 2–3 min

TOOL 03 5–10 min

The Shame Audit
When: "I AM the problem" 5–10 min

TOOL 04 5–10 min

Self-Compassion
When: Collapsing / attack 5–10 min

TOOL 05 5 min

Inner Critic Interrupt
When: Critic very loud 5 min

TOOL 06 2–5 min

Micro-Connection
When: Urge to hide 2–5 min

ALWAYS FIRST

Name the state  →  Open the body  →  Choose a tool

Self-help resource. Not a replacement for professional care or crisis support. 12



PERSONAL WORK

My Shame Profile

Complete this after intensity has lowered. Use it to recognize your pattern faster next time.

What tends to trigger my shame
Criticism, silence, comparison, rejection…

What my body does when shame hits
Flush, freeze, collapse, nausea, shrink…

The stories shame tells about me
I'm too much / not enough / broken / wrong…

What I do to cope that makes it worse
Hide, over-explain, seek reassurance, lash out…

What has actually helped me — even a little
A tool, a phrase, a person, a sensation, a moment of contact…

What is true about me that shame always leaves out

What requires genuine repair, and what is shame asking me to take responsibility for

that is not actually mine?

Self-help resource. Not a replacement for professional care or crisis support. 13



PERSONAL WORK

My Personal Protocol

Choose your tools and write them in. Made when calm, for when you're not.

I KNOW I AM IN A SHAME SPIRAL WHEN…

MY THREE TOOLS — IN ORDER

01  FIRST

The tool I reach for immediately:

02  THEN

If that isn't enough, I do:

03  FINALLY

If I'm still stuck, I use:

MY REMINDER PHRASE

The sentence I say to myself first:

WHAT I WILL NOT DO WHILE IN SHAME

e.g. Confess, over-explain, isolate, send that message

Self-help resource. Not a replacement for professional care or crisis support. 14



A FINAL NOTE

You are not what shame says you are.

You never were.

Shame is the most convincing liar the nervous system produces. It speaks

in first person. It uses your voice. It knows exactly which words will land.

And it has been practicing for years.

But it is not the truth. It is a state. And states — even the ones that feel

permanent — change.

Every time you named the spiral instead of becoming it. Every time you put

your hand on your chest instead of disappearing into the story. Every time

you told one person one true thing instead of hiding — you were doing

something radical.

You were choosing yourself.

The Shame Spiral
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