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Chapter 5  
ON SHAME AND THE  

"NOT GOOD ENOUGH" STORY

"Wholehearted living is about engaging with 
our lives from a place of worthiness. It means 

cultivating the courage, compassion and 
connection to wake up in the morning and 
think, 'No matter what gets done and how 

much is left undone, I am enough.' It's going 
to bed at night thinking, 'Yes, I am imperfect 

and vulnerable and sometimes afraid, but that 
doesn't change the truth that I am also brave 

and worthy of love and belonging."
Brené Brown, The Gifts of  

Imperfection and Daring Greatly

In this chapter I am attempting to give a brief insight 
into what shame is and how it relates to the experi-

ence of stuttering, simply because the experience of 
shame can often be an integral part of the experience of 
stuttering. Please read this chapter especially with an 
open mind, questioning whether what is written relates 
to you or not. I suggest reading Brené Brown's books 
The Gifts of Imperfection and Daring Greatly in order to 
get a deeper explanation and understanding of shame.  



38

There are other books, I am sure, but those are among 
the books that I read, and which I found to be of great 
value.

What is Shame?
While there are many layers to shame, shame can be 
thought of as an intense belief of being defective in 
some way that we believe is unacceptable to society 
and perhaps to ourselves as well. The perceived defect 
is something that is either irreparable by its nature or 
irreparable due to the obstacles to repairing it that we 
believe we cannot overcome. I use the word "belief" as 
opposed to "feeling" because, although shame can be 
thought of as an emotion, the emotion comes from a 
belief about ourselves.

What is the Difference between Guilt and Shame?
Guilt involves the awareness of having done something 
wrong; it arises from one's actions. "I have done some-
thing wrong/bad."

Shame is the painful feeling about how one appears to 
others (and to oneself) without necessarily having done 
anything. "I am wrong/bad."

In the experience of stuttering, we encounter both 
guilt and shame. PWS often feel guilty for failing at 
fluency-focused therapy, at being unable to use the 
tools given to us by the therapist. That guilt is reinforced 
when the therapist expresses surprise or frustration 
that we did not use our tools. The fluency tools are not 
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trivial to use, and their use often comes at the expense of 
spontaneity and authenticity, and often require effortful 
speaking that makes it difficult to remember what it was 
that we wanted to say. The guilt is sometimes reinforced 
by parents of children who stutter, who, similar to the 
therapist, express frustration that the child is not "using 
their tools." If only the tools were that easy to use, but 
there is almost no understanding by the therapist or the 
parent of the difficulties and obstacles to using those 
fluency tools.

How does Shame Develop?
Shame develops when we have done something that 
we believe makes us irredeemable or we believe that we 
have an irreparable flaw that makes us unacceptable  
to society.

Considering the first case: This seems to be similar 
to guilt, since the shame results from something that 
we have done. In contrast to guilt, however, shame 
arises when we believe that what we have done cannot 
be forgiven, let alone understood. One can think of 
the statement "I am ashamed for what I have done" to 
understand this type of shame. Alternatively, perhaps 
we made a mistake, we feel guilty about it but not 
flawed at our core, until someone, usually an authority 
figure or someone whose approval we crave, says to 
us: "You should be ashamed of yourself!" At that point 
we might start to believe that we are, in fact, flawed 
and irredeemable. Perhaps we simply don't know how 
to improve ourselves, or perhaps we feel so isolated or 
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rejected that we believe there is no point in trying to 
improve ourselves since we are anyway irredeemable.

Considering now the situation where shame has 
developed due to our belief that we have an irrepara-
ble flaw that makes us unacceptable to society. Stigma 
and stereotypical attitudes cause shame. Here again is 
the quote from the previous chapter on stigma: "Public 
stigma involves a process of negative reactions from the 
public to an individual or individuals who are believed 
to possess a trait or characteristic that is devalued by 
society." Public stigma informs us that this trait we 
have makes us unworthy or unacceptable. Self-stigma 
can follow the public stigma, and we become ashamed 
of who we are simply because of what society is telling 
us about ourselves. It's insane, and yet it's pervasive, 
whether it's about our race, ethnicity, culture, sexuality, 
body shape, fashion sense, or socioeconomic status, and 
the list goes on.

What does Shame Cause?
Ultimately, shame causes self-limiting or even self-de-
structive behaviors, and causes us to avoiding living 
the life that we want for ourselves. We hide our true, 
authentic selves.

It seems that shame causes us to believe that we are 
inherently unworthy. That in turn can drive self-limit-
ing thoughts and beliefs that, in turn, drive the behav-
iors that make us limit ourselves. Limiting ourselves 
means hiding some part of us from others. We feel relief 
when we get back to our safe space and we can let down 
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our guard. I suggest that limiting ourselves leads to 
more shame since we intensify our belief that we are not 
good enough.

When we are afraid to show our complete and authen-
tic selves to other people, we experience disconnection 
from them. This is in itself harmful since connection 
with others and feeling safe with that connection is a 
basic human need.

Shame can cause a spectrum of social behaviors, from 
withdrawing from society, being in society but hiding 
our perceived flaw, all the way to behaving in a violent 
way towards others as part of us rejecting society that 
we feel originally rejected us. All these behaviors are tak-
ing energy away from us as well as preventing us from 
living the life that we want for ourselves. In my case, I 
avoided social interactions since the extent of shame 
and unworthiness that I felt, due to my stuttering, was 
simply unbearable. It was far easier for me to tolerate the 
lack of a social life than being at social gatherings. Until 
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the age of 47 I could not even look at the word "stutter-
ing" and could not, as a result, search the internet for 
information and help with my stuttering. This was due 
to my deep shame about stuttering.

Some of us have what are termed skin "blemishes" 
that we hide with makeup, and we feel relief when, at 
the end of the day, we can take our makeup off. I write 
"blemish" with quotes since we need, I feel, to question 
whether a mark of some sort on our skin is actually a 
blemish. The stigma of imperfect skin causes us to feel 
shame about our skin, and we then refer to a naturally 
occurring difference as a defect.

Covert Stuttering refers to the hiding of individual 
moments of stuttering.13 There is a spectrum of behav-
iors of hiding stuttering, such as choosing when to 
speak, with whom to speak, how much to speak, and 
using word substitution to avoid stuttering. The point is 
that a person who stutters who is covert is hiding their 
stuttering. From personal experience I can attest to the 
suffering inherent in this behavior. We feel ashamed of 
our stuttering and so we hide it. On the one hand we feel 
relief that we have avoided stuttering, but on the oth-
er hand we suffer from a loss of connection, and we feel 
frustrated that we cannot (in our belief) say what we 
want to say. There is deep sadness here, and even grief 
at what we lose when we choose not to speak. We might 
not realize it at the time, but each time we choose to 

13. Covert and overt stuttering: Concepts and comparative findings; 
Sønsterud, Howells and Ward; Journal of Communication Disorders, 
Volume 99
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avoid stuttering, the shame and fear associated with the 
experience of being a person who stutters increase.

Early on in my journey to learn about stuttering I 
was referred to a group on Yahoo14 called STUTT-L. 
Someone there posted a question about how to learn to 
do small-talk in social situations. I thought that I was 
the only person who stutters who experienced social 
anxiety and did not ever learn how to make small talk as 
a means of getting to know people. The fact of the post, 
and the discussion that followed, were enlightening to 
me as I learned that many people who stutter fear social 
situations, since we fear rejection or ridicule. The curious 
thing is that sometimes the rejection and ridicule are 
exhibited by others as we speak, but oftentimes the 
rejection and ridicule are internal.

Another example of self-limiting behavior that we 
often encounter in the world of stuttering is where a 
person who stutters is purposefully looking for a career 
path based on how much speaking will be required and 
not on what they want to do in life. Some people might 
say that this choice is driven by fear and not shame, and 
it's an interesting topic to debate. The fear is there, for 
sure, but below the fear is shame. There is the fear of 
being found out as a person who stutters, the fear of not 
being able to speak without stuttering and therefore the 
fear of ridicule, rejection or even abuse. That fear is real, 
but it is fueled by shame. Most people starting out in a 
new job feel fear of ridicule or rejection. However, this is 
not driven by a sense of shame that accompanies a belief 

14. Yahoo! Groups; https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yahoo!_Groups 
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of being inherently flawed and therefore unacceptable 
to society.

Shame causes us to believe that we are not good 
enough in aspects that we cannot change. The Not Good 
Enough (NGE) story feeds on the shame and the shame 
feeds on the story. We have a snowball effect going on 
almost continually until we find the awareness and the 
way to stop it.

How is Shame Perpetuated?
Brené Brown writes that "shame thrives on secrecy, 
silence, and judgment." A major challenge with shame 
is that we are ashamed to speak about our shame. Our 
shame then exists in secrecy and silence as we hide it and 
avoid speaking about the thing that is causing us shame. 
Our shame is intensified as our inner judgment contin-
ues and there is no counter argument, objective reason-
ing or outside perspective to that judgement. Therefore, 
I would add that in addition to shame thriving on secre-
cy, silence and judgment, it thrives as long as our beliefs 
that are driving our shame remain unquestioned. 

What is the Antidote to Shame?
Since shame thrives on secrecy and silence, it cannot 
thrive when we speak about how we feel. One of the 
ingredients of the antidote to shame is therefore Disclo-
sure, being open about who we are. Some refer to this as 
"shining a light" on shame. The term "coming out of the 
closet" comes to mind when we speak about disclosure. 
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We choose to stop hiding. Yes, it is likely that a lot of fear 
remains when we choose to be open about who we are. 
That fear, however, does not mean that we choose to 
continue hiding. We "feel the fear and do it anyway,"15 
and the other ingredients of the antidote will support us 
on this path.

Of course, we have to be very careful to choose the 
context in which we disclose our shame, as we risk more 
rejection if we speak about our shame in a non-empa-
thetic environment. Another main ingredient of the 
antidote is therefore Empathy. 

The antidote to shame includes self-acceptance of 
who we are, and acceptance of our innate, uncondition-
al worthiness. This involves disassociating our sense of 
worthiness from the opinions of others, and especial-
ly from the stigma that we experience. It is especially 
important to think of Unconditional Self-Acceptance: 
any time our acceptance of ourselves is conditional on 
the opinions of others, we will suffer. Unconditional 
self-acceptance does not mean that we are perfect or 
that we still do not have room to grow. On the contrary, 
our unconditional self-acceptance will form part of our 
resilience to our own mistakes, meaning that making a 
mistake – and only those who never try anything do not 
make mistakes – will not return us to a belief that we  
are unworthy.

Compassion comprises another critical element 
of the antidote to shame. While compassion can and 
should go both ways, it is most important that we learn 

15. https://susanjeffers.com/ 
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self-compassion. Self-compassion allows us to exist 
with imperfection.

Community is another important ingredient of the 
antidote to shame. Learning self-acceptance, self-com-
passion, worthiness – we can do this ourselves, but if we 
can find a community of others like us then the task of 
learning is that much easier. With community we also 
much more easily convert the Shame to Pride, and that is 
life-changing, indeed. Even more, it's life-saving.

Vulnerability encompasses self-acceptance, disclo-
sure, self-compassion and empathy. When we choose 
to be vulnerable, to show our authentic selves, shame 
loses its hold on us. When we chose to be proactive 
about our vulnerability then it is even more helpful to 
countering the shame. Vulnerability is not weakness, 
it is power. This is not about power over others but 
power over our own self-limiting thoughts and beliefs. 
Please watch Brené Brown's TED talk on "The Power of 
Vulnerability."16

Glennon Doyle Melton writes that "your body is not 
your masterpiece – your life is."17 This simple sentence 
is so insightful and has the potential to completely turn 
our lives around. Imagine letting go of the need to please 
others or to get approval from others about our bodies, 
and putting our energy instead into creating the life that 
we want for ourselves.

Self-disclosure of stuttering is liberating. Being proud 
and unapologetic of our vulnerabilities is empowering. 

16.https://www.ted.com/talks/brene_brown_the_power_of_
vulnerability?language=en 

17. https://momastery.com/blog/2014/07/06/body-masterpiece/ 
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When I speak to potential customers and when I give 
lectures, I always include the fact that I stutter when 
I introduce myself, and I always do so in a factual and 
non-apologetic manner. I am not waiting for someone 
to notice or comment on my stutter, and I am being open 
with it from the very start. This has a few benefits:
• I reduce my anxiety about others finding out that I 

stutter since I have already told them.
• I help the audience by telling them what is going on 

with my speech. If I did not do this, it is likely that 
some people will be wondering what is going on with 
me, and perhaps forming judgements about me. 

• Knowing at the outset that I stutter increases the 
engagement of my audience with me, and my engage-
ment with them. There is no "elephant in the room," 
no invisible barrier that is making us uncomfortable.

I am continuing to work on not caring whether anyone 
in the audience has something to say about my stutter-
ing. Yes, at the time of this writing I still feel anxious 
at times about others finding out that I stutter. I am at 
peace with myself about not being perfect in my ability 
to overcome the shame that I felt for most of my life. I 
look forward to continuing my journey to understand-
ing that shame and how it affected and affects me. I am 
no longer ashamed to speak about the shame I felt, and 
this is liberating.

Perhaps try this: close your eyes and imagine yourself 
standing on a stage in front of a crowd. Perhaps you are 
going to give a speech. Now imagine yourself standing 
straight, head held high, without arrogance and with 
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quiet self-confidence. You know your vulnerabilities, 
and you absolutely don't care what anyone else thinks 
about them. If you want, imagine an invisible shield 
around you, against which any judgement from others 
simply bounces off.

If we want authentic connection with other people, 
we need to let our authentic selves be seen. We can 
choose to accept ourselves, to stop hiding, to reject the 
stigma, and to be proud of who we are.
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