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Guilt & Regret

Dealing with Guilt and Regr et

"If matters had fallen out differently, she wondered, might she not have met some other
man? Shetried to pictureto herself the things that might have been-- that different life,
that unknown husband. He might have been handsome, intelligent, distinguished,
attractive..."

By Flaubert in Madame Bovary

If we are honest with ourselves, each of us would have to admit that there have
been times in our lives when we have pondered over the questions, "If only | had not
donethis...or what if | would have done that instead?' For some, living in the "what if"
and the "if only" can become away of life that can lead not only to depression and
unnecessary guilt , but also bitterness and the inability to enjoy the positive thingsin
one'slife.

Regret and guilt are two emotions that we all experience at one time or another.
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even when they are not. Other individuals who are prone to using "guilt trips’ to

mani pul ate others often sense this, and therefore individual s prone to false guilt
frequently find themselvesin relationships in which this may be used to manipulate
them. At other times they may need no help at all and frequently are quite adept at
replaying for themselves the old "guilt messages" with which they grew up. Individuals
who are prone to false guilt need to get into the habit of recognizing when they are
feeling guilty, to learn to psychologically "take a step back™ in their own mind to
guestion whether or not they have truly done something wrong, and then to act based
upon this truth rather than these old messages of false guilt with which they have lived.
It's important to remember that you don't have to go on a guilt trip unless you're willing
to buy the ticket, so make sureit'savalid ticket.

Why Do We Have Regret Anyway?

Regret and guilt only serve positive functions when they are valid. Therefore,
when they occur, each needs to be examined closely asto whether it is based on truth or
not. We have already touched on the concept of false guilt, so now let's take alook at
regret. Regrets are based upon comparisons between how things are and how we
imagine that they could be or should be. Oneterm that can be used to define an
imagined alternative outcome has been called a"counterfactual.” A counterfactua isa
comparison between something that has actually happened and an alternative outcome
that we can imagine. It is composed of our imagining a behavior that is changed and the
effect that has on an alternative outcome. This alternative outcome could be better or
worse than what actually happened. The problem for most of usisthat we tend to
imagine the glass half empty and therefore imagine our alternative outcomes as being
better than what it actually is. This can have a huge impact on how we view our life and
whether we have a sense of gratefulness and contentment or are bitter and disgruntled.
An example might be asilver medalist in the Olympics who constantly repeatsin his
mind what he might have done differently to win the gold medal, as opposed to a bronze
medalist who focuses on the small things that could have happened or gone wrong that
would have prevented him from getting any medal at all. Which will tend to be more
grateful for hismedal? We each have eventsin our life every day that we can assessin a
similar matter, whether seeing it positively or negatively.

Why do we create these counterfactual thoughts anyway? Sometimes
unexpected negative events or feelings will occur, and we need to find an explanation for
them to make sense of our world. Sometimes we may experience avery "close cal”,
whether it is positive or negative, and again we are looking for answersto explain events.
Trying to understand our world isjust part of our being human. At timeswe may find
ourselves or others acting inways that are hard to understand, and our counterfactual
explanations may present what feels like an answer or solution. Things that normally we
can control, such as our own behaviors and actions, are often more likely to be
guestioned and explored through counterfactual thoughts when traumatic life events
occur. We again are looking for explanations and understanding in trying to maintain
our belief that somehow the world does make sense. For many, their spiritua and
religious beliefs help them understand and at times to gain comfort and hope from events
that otherwise make no sense.

Theresult of this counterfactual thinking can be varied. As noted above, it may
give us agreater sense of contentment and appreciation of eventsin our life, or it can
become a breeding ground for discontent and bitterness. It may help us to differentiate
between true guilt, false guilt, and shame, which as we have seen, can be vital for
emotional health. Hopefully, it can also be a source of learning so that we can better
handle future events by learning from our past. What we don't want to happen isto
become paralyzed by our counterfactual thinking, whether it is about past events or
future events. | see many individuals who struggle with making decisions, even minor
ones, for fear of making a mistake. The truth isthat generally there is no perfect decision
that one can completely foresee the outcome. If there were, then there would be no
decision to be made, as what needed to be done would be clearly obvious. To make
decisions, wetry to learn from our realistic past guilt and regrets, gather whatever
information is available regarding the decision, consult with those that we trust, pray if
one has that spiritual base, and then make the decision recognizing that one can never
anticipate al the variables. 1 would also suggest that we then ook for how the glass may
be half-full rather than half-empty as events proceed.
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