Thoughts & Mind

Self-Blame After Trauma
"Was it my fault?" and other painful thoughts

Self-blame is common after trauma. The mind may revisit what you did, did not do, noticed, missed, said or
failed to say. Blaming yourself can create an illusion that the event would have been preventable if only you had
behaved differently. That can feel less frightening than accepting how much was outside your control - but it
can also leave you carrying responsibility that does not belong to you.

Key idea: Responsibility should be judged using what you realistically knew, could do and could
control at the time - not with information you only gained afterwards.

Why does self-blame happen?

Trauma can challenge our sense of safety and control. The brain naturally searches for causes. Sometimes it
turns that search inward: 'l should have known', 'l should have fought back'’, 'l should have left sooner', or 'l
caused this'. These thoughts may be strengthened by shame, other people's reactions, cultural expectations or
messages from the person who caused harm.

Hindsight changes the picture

Once you know the outcome, earlier warning signs can appear obvious. This is hindsight bias. The fairer
question is not ‘What can | see now?' but 'What information was actually available to me then, and what could |
reasonably have understood from it?"

Survival responses are not moral failures

Fight and flight are only part of the threat response. People may freeze, become compliant, appease,
disconnect, submit or lose access to speech and deliberate decision-making. These reactions can happen
automatically. A survival response is not consent, weakness or evidence that you wanted what happened.

Guilt and shame

Guilt usually focuses on behaviour: 'l did something wrong.' Shame can become global: 'There is something
wrong with me." Trauma work may involve separating what genuinely belongs to you from responsibility
imposed by fear, hindsight or another person's behaviour.

The self-blaming thoughts | notice:
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A fairer responsibility check

You do not need to describe the trauma in detail. Use brief labels. This exercise is about context and
responsibility, not proving or disproving your experience.

1. What am | blaming myself for?
Name the specific action, inaction or decision rather than using a global statement such as 'everything'.

Briefly:

2. What was genuinely within my control?

Consider age, power, safety, physical ability, financial circumstances, dependency, information, coercion,
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3. What did | not know then?

List information that only became clear afterwards. Try not to give your past self knowledge that belonged to
y £t 1£
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4. What was my nervous system doing?

Was there fear, freezing, appeasing, dissociation, confusion, shock, automatic compliance or difficulty

M

5. Where does responsibility actually belong?

Consider the choices of other people, power differences, deliberate actions, environmental failures, inadequate
s

A
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Responsibility is not the same as blame

Sometimes people do identify something they wish they had done differently. Recovery does not require
pretending that every decision was perfect. It means assessing responsibility proportionately and using learning
without turning it into punishment.

Self-blaming thought A fairer question
"I should have known." What information did | genuinely have at the time?
"I should have fought back." What did my threat system do automatically, and what options were

realistically available?

"| stayed / went back." What fear, attachment, dependency, coercion, hope, finances, isolation
or other pressures affected my choices?

"l froze." Can | recognise freezing as an involuntary survival response rather than
a decision?

"l trusted them." Was trust itself wrong, or did another person misuse the trust | offered?

"I should be over it." Whose timetable am | using, and what does my nervous system still
need?

Try aresponsibility pie

Instead of assigning 100% of responsibility to yourself, list every factor that contributed: the person who caused
harm, coercion, power differences, circumstances, lack of information, organisational failures, bystanders,
unsafe systems and anything else relevant. Allocate responsibility only after all factors are visible. The aim is
not to force a particular percentage; it is to challenge the automatic assumption that all responsibility belongs to
you.

Factors | need to include in my responsibility pie:

When self-blame was taught to you

Sometimes blame has been repeatedly communicated by an abuser, family member, institution or wider
culture. In those situations, challenging self-blame may also mean identifying whose voice you are hearing and
whether that message served someone else's interests rather than the truth.

When professional support may help

Seek support if guilt or shame is persistent, drives avoidance or self-punishment, affects relationships or daily
life, or accompanies flashbacks, nightmares, dissociation or other significant trauma symptoms.
Trauma-focused CBT and EMDR are evidence-based PTSD treatments recommended by NICE in appropriate
circumstances following assessment.

Space to Breathe Therapy | Thoughts & Mind - Trauma Page 3



My interactive Self-Blame Plan

Use this page when a self-blaming thought returns. You are looking for a more complete account, not a forced
positive statement.

NOTICE - What am | blaming myself for right now?

RESPOND - What would a fairer statement sound like?

SUPPURT - WNOSE PErSPecCIVE NEIPS ME SEE TeSPoNnSIDITTY TNoTe
clearly?

A message from Maggie

Self-blame can make vou feel as though vou should have been able to predict, prevent or control

from, we can do that without turning learning into punishment. Responsibility can be examined
carefully. Shame does not have to be the price of surviving.

Books, resources & clinical sources

NICE NG116: Post-traumatic stress disorder. NHS information on PTSD. Ehlers & Clark's cognitive model of PTSD, including
trauma-related appraisals. Janoff-Bulman's work on shattered assumptions and self-blame. Judith Herman, Trauma and Recovery.
al
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