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Shame and Blame: Agents of Oppression 
By-Products of Transformation 
 
When used as a weapon to defend ourselves, intimidate others or control their behavior, 
shame is the most archaic and heavy-handed of all the conversational power tools. 
Injecting shame into a discussion is like hitting someone over the head with a club 
during an otherwise reasonable negotiation, causing people to become confused and 
defensive, shutting down communication, empathy, understanding, and thoughtful 
problem solving on both sides of an interaction. 
 
As a personal emotional message, the related feeling of guilt helps us recognize when 
we’re overstepping boundaries, manipulating, hurting or neglecting others, helping us 
“course correct” and learn from our mistakes---if we’re willing to alter unproductive 
behavior.  If we’re not willing to take responsibility for our actions, however, we look for 
others to blame, a practice that discourages personal accountability, and quickly leads 
to projection and objectification. 
   
We often think of shame as a personal development issue or tribal/religious/cultural 
issue, but this social emotion wreaks all kinds of havoc in professional, educational, and 
political contexts. The human habit of shaming others to influence behavior, discredit, or 
disempower them is so ancient and insidious that many people honestly don’t notice 
when they’re using this tool in business-related conversations---or when it’s being used 
on them. Yet studies have shown that shame does not change behavior in productive 
ways. In fact, it adds unnecessary resistance, mistrust, and resentment, causing people 
to attack or humiliate each other, or to stay quiet when others need help. 
 
Social worker Brene (note: there’s an accent over the last “e”) Brown, Ph.D., L.M.S.W. 
calls shame the “silent epidemic.” In her bestselling 2007 book I Thought It Was Just Me 
(but it isn’t): Telling the Truth about Perfectionism, Inadequacy and Power, she draws 
together numerous studies and anecdotes showing that “shame is much more likely to 
be the source of destructive behaviors than it is to be the solution.”  
 
Like other shame researchers, Brown compares this problematic emotion with the more 
constructive feeling of guilt, illuminating the difference between the two with the 
following contrasting statements: “I am bad” (shame) versus “I did something bad” 
(guilt). When shaming people to gain control, we convey similar sentiments directed at 
others: “You are bad” versus “You did something bad.”  
 

Shame is about who we are and guilt is about our behaviors. If I feel guilty 
cheating on a test, my self-talk might sound something like “I should not have 
done that. That was really stupid. Cheating is not something I believe in or want 
to do.” If I feel shame about cheating on a test, my self-talk is more likely to 
sound like “I’m a liar and a cheat. I’m so stupid. I’m a bad person.” 
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Guilt is holding an action or behavior up against our ethics, values, and beliefs. 
We evaluate that behavior (like cheating) and feel guilt when the behavior is 
inconsistent with who we want to be. Shame is focusing on who we are rather 
than what we’ve done. The danger in telling ourselves that we are bad, a cheat, 
and no good, is that eventually we start to believe it and own it. The person who 
believes she is “no good” is much more likely to continue to cheat and fulfill that 
label than the person who feels guilt. 
 

In working with leaders, innovators, community and non-profit organizations, parents, 
educators, and professional teams of all kinds, I find the rampant use of shame as a 
power tool to be the most shockingly unproductive behavior I encounter. Of course, we 
see this technique used in politics, with each side looking for all kinds of ways to shame 
the other. And the intent is truly to show that the other side is bad, in other words 
hopelessly defective. 
 
It’s common to hear insulting, shaming statements in corporate contexts. Many religious 
leaders use shame to control the behavior of congregation members, and most certainly 
to discourage people from exploring other faiths, even those based on the same original 
founders and holy texts. Atheists shame believers, and vice versa. Doctors shame their 
interns. Academic experts use shaming statements to assert dominance over students, 
colleagues, and innovators. Riding instructors commonly shame their students into 
submission. And although animals are highly resistant if not immune to this uniquely 
human power play, I’ve seen many equestrians try to shame their horses. (The 
subsequent lack of response to this “tool” usually precipitates a severe beating.) 
 
But even among “enlightened” social activists, mental health professionals, and leaders 
in the human potential movement, shaming statements abound. I’ve observed 
thousands of shaming phrases and gestures used in planning and “team building” 
contexts, each time undermining trust, creativity, communication, and problem solving 
efforts. And I’ve worked with numerous clients whose careers have been needlessly 
derailed by shaming attacks from bosses, colleagues, and subordinates. Shaming 
people in the workplace is more than a silent epidemic; it’s a powerful, incredibly hard-
to-break addiction. 
 
Let me give you one, unfortunately typical and rather mild example: The CEO of an 
internationally-recognized healing and wellness center recently told one of the facility’s 
founders, “You’re no longer relevant,” in a full staff meeting, thus effectively ending a 
twenty-year relationship. He could have easily said, “I think we need to update some of 
the healing modalities in your department.” Instead he callously depicted her as old, 
outdated, and incapable of revision. She wasn’t the first valued team member to leave 
the organization after enduring these kinds of insensitive, competitive, purposefully 
demeaning remarks. And she certainly won’t be the last, under current management at 
least. 
 
Constructive Alternatives: Many of the Guiding Principles offer strategies for 
removing shame and blame from interpersonal and group interactions---without 
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compromising the need to discuss difficult topics, increase personal accountability, and 
change unproductive behavior. This includes Guiding Principle Three (managing 
contagious emotions), Four (mastering boundary setting and assertiveness techniques), 
Six (developing a higher tolerance for vulnerability in oneself, and refraining from using 
others’ vulnerabilities against them), Eight (diffusing panic), and Nine (preparing for 
difficult conversations). 
 
Of these, Guiding Principle Four, oddly enough, is key to shame avoidance training, 
according to Brene Brown’s pivotal research. In her 2010 bestseller, The Gifts of 
Imperfection, she deftly illustrates how “the fear of setting boundaries and holding 
people accountable” is the unexpected, root cause of many personal and work-related 
shaming tactics.  
 
The author herself was “stunned” to find that “compassionate people are boundaried 
people,” yet Brown’s subsequent personal transformation informed her understanding of 
the link between the two. Earlier in her career, she admits that she was “sweeter---
judgmental, resentful, and angry on the inside---but sweeter on the outside.” Today, she 
describes herself as “genuinely more compassionate, less judgmental and resentful, 
and way more serious about boundaries.” 
 
How does this work exactly? “The better we are accepting ourselves and others,” Brown 
reveals, “the more compassionate we become. Well, it’s difficult to accept people when 
they are hurting us or taking advantage of us or walking all over us.” She insists that “if 
we really want to practice compassion, we have to start by setting boundaries and 
holding people accountable for their actions.” The related tactic of blaming others, she 
observes, is also related to boundaries and accountability:  

 
We live in a blame culture---we want to know whose fault it is and how they’re 
going to pay. In our personal, social, and political worlds, we do a lot of 
screaming and finger-pointing, but we rarely hold people accountable. How could 
we? We’re so exhausted from ranting and raving that we don’t have the energy 
to develop meaningful consequences and enforce them. From Washington D.C. 
and Wall Street to our own schools and homes, I think this rage-blame-too-tired-
and-busy-to-follow-through mind-set is why we’re so heavy on self-righteous 
anger and so low on compassion. 
 
Wouldn’t it be better if we could be kinder, but firmer? How would our lives be 
different if there were less anger and more accountability? What would our work 
and homes lives look like if we blamed less but had more respect for 
boundaries? 

 
Answers to these questions demand an advanced understanding of power, backed up 
by significant emotional and social intelligence. Brown goes on to show how one 
business leader she worked with was initially perplexed by the idea that he was 
shaming his employees because of reluctance to hold people accountable. It’s clear that 
we’re dealing with a skill set that most people simply don’t have, no matter how high 
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they climb up the corporate ladder---or how intelligent, religious, moral, and/or caring 
they otherwise prove to be: 
 

Shaming and blaming without accountability is toxic to couples, families, 
organizations, and communities. First, when we shame and blame, it moves the 
focus from the original behavior in question to our own behavior. By the time the 
boss is finished shaming and humiliating his employees in front of their 
colleagues, the only behavior in question is his…. 
 
It’s hard for us to understand that we can be compassionate and accepting while 
we hold people accountable for their behaviors. We can, and, in fact, it’s the best 
way to do it. We can confront someone about their behavior, or fire someone, or 
fail a student, or discipline a child without berating them or putting them down. 
The key is to separate people from their behaviors---to address what they’re 
doing, not who they are….We have to stay away from convincing ourselves that 
we hate someone or that they deserve to feel bad so that we can feel better 
about holding them accountable. That’s where we get into trouble. When we talk 
ourselves into disliking someone so we’re more comfortable holding them 
accountable, we’re priming ourselves for the shame and blame game. 
 
When we fail to set boundaries and hold people accountable, we feel used and 
mistreated. This is why we sometimes attack who they are, which is far more 
hurtful than addressing a behavior or a choice….It’s also impossible to practice 
compassion from a place of resentment. If we’re going to practice acceptance 
and compassion, we need boundaries and accountability. 
 

The use of shame as a power tool is such an epidemic in the professional world that 
skills associated with managing its effects---and ultimately eradicating shame in the 
workplace---need to be incorporated into any serious leadership training program. Yet 
people without overt leadership aspirations also need to address this all-too-often 
ignored emotional/social intelligence issue. I’ve seen many talented, creative people 
face needless hurdles in realizing their personal and professional goals due to a lack of 
shame resilience. 
 
According to psychologist and Epona instructor Pamela Zamel, Ph.D., “repeated and 
unprocessed encounters with shame can erode your self-esteem and sense of 
wellness. While the temporary feeling of guilt or embarrassment can lead to positive 
self-correction, shame is accompanied by the profound message that you are not fit to 
belong. Shame also interrupts curiosity, enjoyment, creativity, and the desire to connect 
with others.” 
 
In summarizing Gershan Kauffman’s pivotal insights in Psychology of Shame, Zamel 
emphasizes that shame is often followed by fear, distress and anger. “The potential for 
shame exists in every interpersonal encounter. When an individual’s expectations or 
needs are deemed as wrong, unattainable or ‘too much,’ shame is experienced.” 
Shame can also be a “private phenomenon,” Zamel emphasizes, accompanying “a 
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failure to measure up to our own internalized view of how we should 
be, do, act or perform. These internalized standards come from early life experiences, 
significant relationships, cultural values, and societal messages.” 
 
In 2012, Zamel joined two Epona faculty members---horse trainer Shelley Rosenberg, 
author of My Horses, My Healers, and psychiatrist Nancy Coyne, M.D.---to create an 
equine-facilitated personal development workshop titled The Cage of Shame. Working 
with abuse survivors, many of whom face significant blocks in dealing with home and 
work-related interpersonal challenges, the course description emphasizes that 
unprocessed shame “can become an organizing principle in one’s personality, shaping 
and coloring all perceptions and expectations, and essentially making one more and 
more prone to future shame experiences.” This powerful equine-facilitated intensive 
offers skills to interrupt the “vicious cycle” set in motion when people become 
“imprisoned” by their own shame-based feelings and experiences. 
 
A Deeper Challenge: There’s another side to shame that becomes even more 
problematic for visionaries, particularly innovators seeking to inspire widespread social 
change. Throughout history, and quite literally in the biblical sense, shame appears to 
be an inescapable by-product of transformation---with blame and guilt following close 
behind. 
 
The now-standard definition of shame as a rejection of someone’s state of being, versus 
guilt as a critique of unproductive, hurtful, irresponsible, or immoral behavior, is still 
relevant here, but the issue takes on a wider scope in the context of social evolution. It 
appears that any time we move from a limited world view, accepting new information, 
expanding and transforming in response, we encounter feelings of shame for the 
previously constricted, perhaps selfish or even childish state of being from which we just 
emerged. This is often accompanied by guilt for the hurtful things we may have 
unknowingly done to other people, cultures, animals, the environment, and perhaps 
even ourselves. Recognizing that we were operating from a more narrow state of 
consciousness is essential to moving through this form of shame, allowing us to take 
personal responsibility for our actions, change our behavior, and fulfill the promise of a 
new, more empowered state of being.  
 
I often encounter this uncomfortable yet necessary sequence of events with equestrians 
who attend my workshops. Once they see that horses can act as sensitive, highly 
adaptable teachers---that some of these animals show a greater capacity for 
compassion and healing than most people these students have encountered---many 
conventionally-trained riders feel not just guilt, but incredible shame for the ways they 
previously treated these intelligent, open-hearted beings. The same thing happens to 
scientists who’ve engaged in conventional animal research activities that involve 
extreme confinement, pain, and death.  
 
If we have any hope of moving from practices associated with predatory dominance, 
which thrives on objectifying animals, women, slaves, etc., we must temper the urge to 
shame or punish those who’ve recently “woken up” from the culturally-induced trance 
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that promotes these dubious power tools. People can more easily and efficiently change 
their behavior when realizing that they are not evil, callous, or abusive, but that the 
system they grew up in taught them to engage in these destructive practices. Helping 
people sort through the shame and guilt they feel---while supporting them in learning to 
use or invent more productive tools---allows them to embrace a new way of operating in 
the world. Acceptance, understanding, and forgiveness are essential to transformation.  
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Envy and Jealousy: 
The Challenge to Excel and Play Fair 
 
Anyone promoted to a position of power must learn to deal constructively with envy and 
jealousy. In fact, both are useful to leaders and followers alike, especially when people 
learn to discern between the two. Engaged thoughtfully and responsibly, these much-
maligned, potentially destructive feelings can help us monitor our motivations, discover 
hidden talents, develop self-mastery, and exercise integrity while paying attention to 
individual and group needs simultaneously.  
 
Webster’s dictionary emphasizes that envy and jealousy “are not close synonyms and 
can rarely be interchanged without a loss of precision.” Envy is defined as a “painful or 
resentful awareness of an advantage enjoyed by another joined with a desire to 
possess the same advantage.” In other words, when you feel envious you want 
something that someone else has, usually wealth or success. This includes a 
promotion, a certain talent, professional recognition, or a valuable relationship of some 
kind.  
 
Used constructively, this emotion inspires us to excel. When we envy someone, he or 
she is mirroring something we want to attain. From a distance, we can analyze this 
person’s success, and study how he or she achieved it. Closer to home, we might even 
be able to enlist this person as a mentor---if we approach him or her with sincere 
enthusiasm, respect, and the commitment to do our own hard work. All too often, 
however, people have a love/hate relationship with someone they envy, perhaps being 
nice to his/her face, vying for privileges and shortcuts to success, while also looking for 
weaknesses and other ways to cut this person down to size to gain advantage or make 
themselves feel better. 
 
Similarly, when we sense that people are envying us, we can combat the possible 
negative effects by sharing information and/or resources that will help them excel---
while also setting strong boundaries and holding them accountable for their actions. 
Otherwise, we may fall prey to the “tall poppy syndrome,” where resentful friends, family 
members and colleagues try to cut us down to size, keeping us from achieving our 
goals because they feel reduced by our success. Native American shamans I’ve worked 
with are so sensitive to this phenomenon that they have special ceremonies to diffuse 
the destructive effects of envy. Quite often, they also share the gifts and fees they 
receive from their efforts with other tribe members, recognizing that consideration and 
generosity can be powerful antidotes to jealousy’s sometimes devilish nature.  
 
Which brings us to a productive definition of the latter: Jealousy signifies that someone 
has taken possession of what you’ve already claimed, developed, or consider to be your 
due as a member of a group. Feeling jealous when someone flirts with your spouse is 
an obvious example. But we also feel jealous when we find out someone makes more 
money than we do for performing a similar job, or that someone is receiving preferential 
treatment while we work hard behind the scenes without recognition.  
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While jealousy often signals that we need to make adjustments to professional and 
social structures that don’t “play fair,” sometimes people feel jealous as a result of failing 
to acknowledge their own skill deficiencies or blind spots, particularly those involving 
emotional/social intelligence. This happens, for instance, when a younger, more 
personable yet less experienced team-member is promoted over older candidates. 
People with Ph.D.s and more seniority with the company may jump from jealousy to 
outrage upon hearing the news, refusing to acknowledge that their people skills are 
seriously lacking. Perhaps they’ve been sarcastic, jaded, and undermining due to a lack 
of past promotion. Perhaps their critical, highly competitive nature alienates colleagues 
and management alike. In any case, when jealousy arises in professional situations, it’s 
important to look at our own attitudes, work ethic, and emotional/social intelligence skills 
before deciding what action to take next.  
 
When used thoughtfully, and with self-awareness, jealously becomes the guardian of 
fair play. To combat the negative effects of this emotion in yourself and others, you must 
balance individual and group needs, making sure people are recognized and fairly 
compensated for their contributions. In organizations large and small, any faction 
showing a lack of personal responsibility and/or a lack of respect for others---especially 
in combination with a grandiose sense of entitlement---will breed justified jealousy in 
others, creating an increasingly toxic work, home or political environment. 
 
With groups that show little concern for others’ needs, it takes a strong leader with 
personal integrity to manage jealousy (and its even more troublesome intensifications of 
outrage and resentment). And even then, this person’s powers will be severely taxed 
over time. Ultimately, jealousy requires a change in cultural values, requiring us to move 
from an “every-man-for-himself,” “enslave-the-weak” mentality, to a non-predatory 
“everyone is valued” and “everyone shares responsibility for our success” approach. 
   
Emotion Message Questions to Ask of 

the Emotion 
Intensification 

Envy Someone is modeling 
a desirable talent, 
success, or lifestyle 

What aspects of this 
person’s life, career, 
personal qualities, 
relationships, or talents 
inspire me to excel?  
 
What professional 
training and/or 
personal skills must I 
develop to achieve 
similar success? 
 
Who can I enlist for 
support in this next 
stage of growth? 

Rivalry 
Hero worship 
Powerlessness 
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Sometimes the person you envy can act as a formal or informal mentor. If not, this is a 
good time to find a coach or teacher who can help support you through the journey 
you’re about to undertake. Nonetheless, it’s important to study the person who inspired 
you to begin with, focusing not only on the perks of his/her success, but on the 
hardships, education, experience, dedication, ingenuity, courage, and work it took to get 
there. In his book, Outliers: The Story of Success, Malcolm Gladwell observed that most 
innovators, from the Beatles to Steve Jobs, spent an average of 10,000 hours 
developing their talents before they were capable of making significant contributions to 
their respective fields.  
 
It’s also important to be realistic about your own talents, values, and resources. If you’re 
5’4’’ and have always dreamed of becoming a fashion model, you may be envious of a 
girlfriend who is 5’10’’ but your true calling probably lies elsewhere. Similarly if you envy 
the head of a Fortune 500 company who clawed his way to the top, betraying numerous 
friends and colleagues along the way, you may want to look more deeply into his 
lifestyle and relationships, comparing his methods with your own moral compass.   
 
Emotion Message Questions to Ask of 

the Emotion 
Intensification 

Jealousy An inequity in 
resources, pay, 
recognition, 
opportunity, or 
relationship has come 
to light  
 

Exactly who and what 
am I jealous of? 
 
Is this an unintentional 
oversight? 
 
If not, how can I 
strategize and gather 
support to change an 
unfair system? 

Resentment 
Outrage 
 

 
Sometimes inequities are honest oversights. You’re more effective at motivating change 
if you approach management from this perspective. However, inequities in pay and 
opportunity can also be related to race, religion, or sex, in which case it becomes as 
wider social issue that demands organized activism to shift. In this case, strategizing 
and gathering support to change an unfair system can put you in a long-term leadership 
role that has wider cultural implications. 
 
In business, it’s natural to feel jealous of someone who’s been promoted to position we 
desire. This is a special case---an unavoidable inequity of opportunity---as only one 
person can be chosen for a job that many want. The questions to ask in this situation 
therefore do not involve finding someone to rectify the situation, but researching why 
this person was chosen above others, comparing our own skills to the winner, and 
possibly getting additional training to be better suited to such a position in the future. If 
your supervisor is willing to discuss the topic with you honestly, interview him/her about 
what skills and personal qualities the successful candidate had that made him/her stand 
out as best qualified for the job. It’s also helpful to work with a coach to assess your own 
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strengths and challenges. In terms of emotional/social intelligence, I’ve found the 
Simmons EQ Profile to be an incredibly sophisticated tool for this purpose, especially in 
combination with executive coaching. For more information on this process and other 
EQ-boosting strategies, I highly recommend Bob Wall’s Coaching for Emotional 
Intelligence. (Wall himself is sometimes available as a coach and an interpreter of the 
Simmons EQ profile.)  
 
 
 
 
 


