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ORIGINAL PAPER

Maternal Guilt and Shame: The Role of Self-Discrepancy and Fear of Negative Evaluation



Abstract

Guilt and shame are emotions commonly associated with motherhood. Self-
discrepancy theory proposes that guilt and shame result from perceived discrepancies
between one’s actual and ideal selves. Fear of negative evaluation by others may enhance
the effects of self-discrepancy especially for shame, which involves fear of others’
reproach. The purpose of this study was to examine the relationships between self
discrepancy, guilt, shame, and fear of negative evaluation in a cross-sectional, self report
study of mothers. Mothers of children five and under (N = 181) completed an on-line
survey measuring guilt, shame, fear of negative evaluation, and maternal self-
discrepancies. Guilt and shame were related to maternal self-discrepancy and fear of
negative evaluation. In addition, fear of negative evaluation moderated the relationship
between maternal self-discrepancy and shame such that mothers who greatly feared
negative evaluation had a very strong relationship between these variables. Maternal
self-discrepancy and shame were not related among mothers who had low fear of
negative evaluation. The results are discussed in terms of the detrimental effects of

internalizing idealized standards of perfect motherhood.

Keywords: guilt, shame, mothers, fear of negative evaluation, self-discrepancy



Introduction

Guilt is an emotion that has become accepted as an inherent part of motherhood
by society (Sutherland, 2010). The universality of maternal guilt is apparent in its report
by both working and stay-at-home mothers. Women who work report feeling guilty about
not being home with their children (Elvin-Nowak, 1999; Guendouzi, 2006), while stay-
at-home mothers report feeling guilty for not earning additional income that would allow
more opportunities for their children (Rubin & Wooten, 2007). Some argue that maternal
guilt may have an evolutionary basis to ensure that mothers provide the requisite care to

promote the survival of their offspring (Rotkirch, 2009).

Qualitative research on maternal guilt paints a picture of mothers who feel as
though they must fully devote themselves to their children and feel completely
responsible for how their children develop (Seagram & Daniluk, 2002; Sutherland, 2010;
Wall, 2010). This sense of responsibility combined with very high standards for what it
means to be a good mother may lead women to report feeling depleted, inadequate, and
guilty (Seagram & Daniluk, 2002). Rotkirch (2009) identifies the “motherhood myth” as
one of the primary sources of maternal guilt. In other words, women reported feeling
guilty because of the inability to live up to either their own or societal expectations for

high maternal investment in their children.

It has been suggested that while parents in qualitative interviews generally use the
term “guilt” to describe their emotional experience, it may be more accurate to describe
their emotional experience as shame (Sutherland, 2010). While guilt involves a negative

evaluation of a specific behavior, shame represents a more global negative self-evaluation



(Tangney, 2002; Tangney, Stuewig, & Mashek, 2007). On the other hand, it has been
noted that one can experience domain specific shame (Gilbert, 2007), such as shame
specifically about one’s role as a mother. Importantly, shame involves a sense of social
evaluation and an expectation or fear that one will be socially judged or sanctioned by
others (Deonna & Teroni, 2008; Gilbert, 1998; Gilbert, 2007). Shame has also been
distinguished from guilt as being an emotion that involves failing to live up to one’s goals
and ideals as opposed to doing an act that is prohibited (Deonna & Teroni, 2008). Shame
involves the desire to hide and disappear, while guilt involves self-reproach for a specific
bad action (Tangney, 2002). Given these distinctions, it is likely that mothers who feel as
though they are not living up to their ideals of parenting may be experiencing shame
rather than maternal guilt. It is important to determine whether mothers are experiencing
shame or guilt because shame has more serious psychological repercussions than does
guilt and has been more strongly linked to depression (Kim, Thibodeau, & Jorgensen,

2011; Tangney & Dearing, 2002).

Self-Discrepancy Theory (Higgins, 1987) purports that the degree of the
discrepancy between the actual and ideal self is related to a variety of mental health
outcomes including guilt and shame. Specifically, it has been suggested that a
discrepancy between how one experiences the self and one’s own internalized ideals is
related to guilt, while a discrepancy between one’s sense of self and what one perceives
that other people hold as standards is related to shame (Higgins, 1987). However,
research has suggested that it is difficult to disentangle internalized ideals from one’s
sense of what other people hold as standards (Ozgul, Heubeck, Ward and Wilkinson,

2003; Phillips & Silvia, 2005; Tangney, Niedenthal, Covert, and Barlow, 1998). Self-



discrepancies, in general, have been found to be related to shame, but not guilt in some
research (Tangney et al., 1998) and to both shame and guilt in other research (Ozgul et

al., 2003; Pavot, Fujita, & Diener, 1997).

Self-discrepancy theory would suggest that one explanation for maternal guilt and
shame is that women experience a discrepancy between their actual sense of self and their
ideal sense of who they think they should be as a mother. Society sets very high
standards for being a perfect, intensive mother that have been internalized by women
(Arendell, 2000; Hays, 1996; Tummala-Narra, 2009). Qualitative research has
demonstrated that when women feel as though they have not lived up to the standards
they have internalized for being an ideal mother they experience guilt and/or shame
(Elvin-Nowak, 1999; Guendouzi, 2006; Mauthner, 1999; Sutherland, 2010). Some have
suggested that while guilt may be related to specific behaviors that do not meet ideal
standards, shame is more related to a sense of being holistically “bad” and being close to
an undesired self (Gilbert, 2007; Lindsay-Hartz, de Rivera, & Mascolo, 1995; Tangney,
2002). Indeed, perceiving oneself as being close to an undesired self has been shown to
be more related to life satisfaction than distance between oneself and an ideal self
(Olgilvie, 1987). However, for mothers, not being an “ideal” mother may be tantamount
to perceiving oneself as an inadequate or “bad” mother as qualitative research has
suggested (Guendouzi, 2005). Thus, actual/ideal discrepancies may be related to a sense

of shame among mothers as “not ideal” may be equated with “bad” in their minds.

There has been a relatively small amount of quantitative research examining the
self-discrepancies of mothers. Discrepancies between self and both personal ideals and

internalized socially sanctioned ideals of motherhood were related to anxiety, depression,



role conflict, and poor coping skills (Polasky & Holahan, 1998). In a study of new
mothers, discrepancies between their actual sense of self and their ideal self predicted
emotions of dejection (including depression) over a six month period (Alexander &
Higgins, 1993). However, the relationship between self-discrepancy and maternal guilt
and shame, the primary outcomes identified in self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987),

has not yet been specifically investigated.

Fear of Negative Evaluation

The fear of being evaluated and judged negatively by others may enhance the
potential guilt and shame that results from failing to live up to internalized standards of
ideal motherhood. Although guilt and shame can both result when transgressions occur in
public, shame has been theorized to be more connected to an internalized fear of being
evaluated and judged as unattractive or undesirable by others (Gilbert, 1998; Gilbert,
2007; Tangney et al., 2007). Some research has shown that fear of being evaluated by
others has been linked to both guilt and shame (Gilbert, 2000; Pinto-Gouveia, Castilho,
Galhardo, & Cunha, 2006). Other research has suggested that both fear of public
exposure and a sense of inferiority are specifically connected to shame (Gilbert, 2000;
Smith, Webster, Parrott, & Eyre, 2002). Thus, fear of negative evaluation may be more

centrally connected to a sense of shame than a sense of guilt.

Fear of negative evaluation may enhance the negative effects of failing to live up to
one’s standards. Research has suggested that women who were more socially self-
conscious reported greater self-discrepancies (Calogero & Watson, 2009). Furthermore,

women who deem themselves to be inferior to other women (i.e., critical social



comparison) reported lowered self-esteem (Franzoi, Vasquez, Sparapani, Frost, Martin, &
Aebly, 2012). Higgins (1987) proposed that people who feel there are discrepancies
between their actual attributes and their sense of how others think they ought to be also
experience increased fear of negative evaluation and punishment, which may result in an

unhealthy cycle of self-discrepancy, fear of evaluation, and shame.

Although much of the research on women’s social comparison and fear of evaluation
has been in the domain of body image and attractiveness (e.g., Franzoi et al., 2012;
Slevec & Tiggeman, 2011), fearing the negative evaluation of others in the domain of
mothering has been identified as a source of guilt and shame in the qualitative literature
(e.g., Rotkirch, 2009; Seagram & Daniluk, 2002). Women in qualitative interviews
express a fear of being viewed as a “bad mother” and being judged by other mothers as

being inadequate (Guendouzi, 2005).

Prior research has found that the relationship between self-discrepancies and negative
affective outcomes may be moderated by personality variables such as neuroticism
(Gonnerman, Parker, Lavine, & Huff, 2000; Wasylkiw, Leandre, Fabrigar, Rainboth,
Reid, & Steen, 2010) and self-monitoring (Phillips & Silvia, 2005). We believe that fear
of being evaluated and judged by others may moderate the effects of self-discrepancy on
maternal guilt and shame. In other words, feelings of guilt and, especially, shame that
may result from discrepancies between actual and ideal maternal sense of self may be

exacerbated if women fear negative evaluations from others.

The aims of this study were to examine the relationships between maternal self-

discrepancy, fear of negative evaluation, guilt, and shame. There were three major



hypotheses. First, we hypothesized that maternal self-discrepancy would be related to
guilt and shame. Second, we hypothesized that fear of negative evaluation would be
related to both maternal self-discrepancy as well as guilt and shame, but that the
relationship between fear of negative evaluation and shame would be stronger than its
relationship with guilt. Finally, we hypothesized that the effects of maternal self-
discrepancy on shame would be moderated by fear of negative evaluation such that in
mothers with low fear of negative evaluation the effects would be minimal, but in
mothers with high fear of negative evaluation, the effects of maternal self-discrepancy on
shame would be enhanced. Given that fear of reproach of others is more central for

shame than for guilt, we did not expect the moderation to occur for guilt.

Method
Participants

The sample included 181 mothers with children who were 5-years-old or younger.
The vast majority of mothers were between the ages of 26 to 41 (88.4%) years old, with a
minority between the ages of 18 and 25 (7.7%) or 42 and 49 (3.9%). Participants were
primarily married/living with a domestic partner (89.5%) or in committed relationships
(4.4%), while 6.1% were either single, separated, or divorced. The vast majority of these
relationships were heterosexual (93.9%) with 6.1% of participants identifying themselves
as either bisexual or lesbian. Approximately 90% of the participants reported being
Caucasian, with 1.1% reporting their race as Black, 1.1% as Asian or Pacific Islander,
3.3% as multiracial, and 4.5% as some other race. The majority of the mothers reported
that they were working full-time (53.9%), while 15.0% worked part-time and 31.1%

reported staying-at-home with their children. Participants were predominantly middle to



upper-middle class (75.6%). However, 17.7% identified themselves as working class and

4.4% were in poverty, while 2.2% were wealthy.

Materials

Self-Discrepancies. In order to measure self-discrepancies, an adjective
checklist was used. Adjective checklists have been found to be valid assessments of self-
discrepancies in previous research (e.g., Tangney et al., 1998). As prior research on self-
discrepancy has not addressed self-discrepancy about mothering abilities per say, we
selected adjectives that have been identified in previous research as qualities associated
with being a good mother. Ten adjectives identified in prior qualitative research to
describe a “good mother” (Peréla-Littunen, 2007) were included (i.e., loving, good
listener, in control, gives advice, patient, spends time with child, supportive, role model,
just and fair, and responsible). Additionally, five items described in qualitative literature
as being associated with being a good mother (Hays, 1996) were selected (i.e., available,
organized, self-sacrificing, involved in child’s life, and knowledgeable about parenting).
Participants were asked to rate how much each of the adjectives described themselves on
a scale of 1 (not at all) to 5 (very much). They were also asked to rate how much each of
the adjectives described an ideal mother on a scale of 1 (not at all characteristic) to 5
(very characteristic). An average was calculated across all 15 adjectives for both the
participant (i.e., actual) and ideal mother. Discrepancy scores were calculated by
subtracting the “actual” average from the “ideal” average. Thus, higher scores indicated a
greater level of discrepancy such that they perceived the ideal mother to hold the trait

more than they did.
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Shame and Guilt. Shame and guilt were measured with 10-items from the guilt
and shame subscales of the State Shame and Guilt Scale (SSGS; Marschall, Sanftner, &
Tangney, 1994). This state measure was chosen because we were interested in the
emotions of shame within the context of answering a survey about motherhood rather
than a dispositional tendency to respond to events with shame. Participants responded to
guilt subscale items (e.g., “I feel remorse, regret”) and shame subscale items (e.g., “I
want to sink into the floor and disappear™). These items were rated on a scale ranging
from 1 (Not feeling this way at all) to 5 (Feeling this way very strongly). In the original
investigations the Cronbach’s alphas were .82 for Guilt and .89 for Shame. In the current

study, Cronbach’s alphas for the SSGS were .75 and .81, respectively.

Fear of Negative Evaluation. The 12-item Brief Fear of Negative Evaluation
Scale (BFNES) was used to measure the degree to which participants experience fear of
negative judgment (Leary, 1983). Participants answered items (e.g., “I worry about the
kind of impression I am making on someone”) on a scale ranging from 1 (Not at all
characteristic of me) to 5 (Extremely characteristic of me). In the original investigation
the Cronbach’s alpha was .90. In the present study, Cronbach’s alpha for the BFNES was

94.

Procedure

Participants were recruited through an online social networking site (i.e.,
Facebook), mothering blogs, mothering discussion boards, a school e-newsletter, and
emails sent out to parents whose children attended a local day care. Participants were

invited to complete a 15-minute survey about the effects of endorsing particular beliefs
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about parenting. The survey was introduced as one investigating the relationship between
beliefs about parenting and well-being. Participants completed the online survey at their

own convenience.

Results
Descriptive Analyses

Means and standard deviations, including both actual and possible ranges for all
variables, are presented in Table 1. Participants reported a moderate amount of fear of
negative evaluation with the average being slightly above the midpoint on the scale.
Overall, there were relatively low levels of maternal self-discrepancy, guilt, and shame
reported by the participants. Analyses were also conducted to examine the bivariate
correlations among the variables. In support of Hypothesis 1, there were small to
moderate positive correlations between maternal self-discrepancy, guilt, and shame. In
support of Hypothesis 2, there were small correlations between guilt and fear of negative
evaluation and moderate correlations between shame and fear of negative evaluation.

(see Table 2).

Moderation

To test the third hypothesis two regression interaction analyses were conducted to
determine whether fear of negative evaluation moderated the relationships between
maternal self-discrepancy and the outcomes of guilt and shame. Maternal self-
discrepancy, fear of negative evaluation, and their interaction were entered into two
regression equations predicting both guilt and shame. The predictor variables were

centered prior to calculating interaction terms (Aiken & West, 1991).
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The first analysis examined the interaction between maternal self-discrepancy and
fear of negative evaluation in predicting guilt, R?= .10, F(3, 177) = 6.41, p < .001. Only
the main effect of maternal self-discrepancy was a significant predictor of guilt, f = .22, p
<.01. The main effect of fear of negative evaluation (p = .13, p =.09) and the interaction

term (B = .09, p = .23) were not significant.

The second regression equation was conducted to predict shame, R?= .29, F(3,
177) = 23.87, p < .001. Both the main effects of maternal self-discrepancy (B = .28, p <
.001) and fear of negative evaluation ( = .29, p <.001) as well as their interaction (p =
.23, p <.001) were significant. The significant interaction was followed up using simple
regression equations of shame scores on the centered maternal self-discrepancy variable
at three levels of fear of negative evaluation (see Figure 1). At two standard deviations
above the mean on fear of negative evaluation, maternal self-discrepancy was a
significant predictor of shame, = .74, p <.001. At two standard deviations below the
mean on fear of negative evaluation, maternal self-discrepancy was not a significant
predictor of shame, B =.20, p =.20. Thus, women who had a high fear of negative
evaluation had a strong relationship between maternal self-discrepancy and shame; for
women who had low fear of negative evaluation, feeling a discrepancy between their
actual and ideal self as a mother was not related to shame. These analyses provided

support for hypothesis 3.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to extend Higgins (1987) self-discrepancy theory to
maternal guilt and shame. The first hypothesis that there would be positive relationships

between self-discrepancy and both guilt and shame was supported. Women who reported
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that they failed to live up to their sense of the ideal mother experienced higher levels of
both emotions. This finding is consistent with previous research that has linked self-
discrepancy to shame (Tangney et al., 1998). We also found a significant relationship
between self-discrepancies and guilt in both the bivariate and regression analyses, which
is consistent with some research (Ozgul et al. 2003; Pavot et al., 1997), but is in contrast
to Tangney and colleagues’ findings. It may be that discrepancies that are linked
specifically to parenting are more related to both shame and guilt than generalized self-

discrepancies that are more consistently related to shame.

Our data quantitatively demonstrate that when women believe they do not live up
to their internalized standards of what it means to be a good mother, it contributes to their
sense of guilt and shame. This sentiment has been expressed in qualitative research (e.g.,
Seagram & Daniluk, 2002); however, this is the first study that has explicitly linked
mothering-focused self-discrepancies to feelings of guilt and shame. While women tend
to use the word guilt rather than shame in interviews (Sutherland, 2010), our data suggest
that mothers experience guilt and shame in similar amounts. Although the levels of each
reported was relatively low, they both increased not only with the amount of maternal
self-discrepancy reported, but also as fear of negative evaluation increased, which is

consistent with previous research (Gilbert, 2000; Pinto-Gouveia et al., 2006).

Our hypothesis that shame would be more closely linked to fear of negative
evaluation than guilt was also supported. This finding is consistent with the theoretical
understanding of shame as more closely linked to fear of public disapproval than guilt
(Gilbert, 2007; Tangney, 2002; Tangney et al., 2007) as well as research that has linked

shame to a fear of public exposure (Smith et al., 2002). Furthermore, external shame,
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which is shame that is focused on fear of other’s disapproval is more strongly linked to
depression than internal shame (Kim et al., 2011). Thus, shame combined with fear of

negative evaluations by others may have particularly negative outcomes for mothers.

Our hypothesis that fear of negative evaluation would moderate the impact of
self-discrepancies on shame, but not on guilt, was confirmed. Individuals with high fear
of negative evaluation had a very strong relationship between maternal self-discrepancies
and shame, while discrepancy and shame were not related among people who had low
fear of being judged by others. The fact that this moderation was only significant for the
emotion of shame is consistent with the idea that shame is considered a social emotion
that involves fearing the social sanction of others (Deonna & Teroni, 2008; Tangney,
2002; Tangney et al., 2007). Thus, people who fear social evaluation from others may be
particularly prone to shame, especially when they feel as though they have not lived up to
their internalizations of society’s standards. As hypothesized, guilt, an emotion that has
more to do with personal regret over certain specific actions, was less influenced by fear

of negative evaluation.

Investigating the experience of guilt and shame in mothers is important because
shame, and to a lesser degree guilt, have negative consequences and are particularly
linked to depression (Kim et al., 2011). Mothers who internalize the cultural standards of
motherhood (Rizzo, Schiffrin, & Liss, 2012), as well as experience shame about their inability to
meet those standards (Lee, 1997), may be particularly prone to depression. Research has
suggested that pregnant women who have a realistic orientation and anticipate both
positive and negative outcomes of childrearing have lower rates of post-partum

depression than women who only anticipate positive outcomes (Churchill & Davis,
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2010). Thus, women who may have overly idealized visions of what motherhood should
be like and what they should be like as mothers may be at risk for guilt about specific
behavioral transgressions, shame about being a “bad mother,” and, ultimately,
depression. Our data suggest that these risks are particularly enhanced in women who
fear the social sanction and judgment of others. Future research should investigate how

the emotions of shame and guilt are linked to depression in mothers.

Research has suggested that shame has considerably more negative outcomes than
guilt (Tangney, 2002; Tangney et al., 2007). Shame-proneness in particular has been
linked to higher levels of anger and lower levels of empathy as well as to parenting
techniques that emphasize a child’s essential badness rather than a child’s behavior
(Tangney, 2002). Future research may wish to examine how maternal experiences of
shame are related to parenting styles that can induce shame in children (Tangney, 2002).
Whether the shame experienced by mothers who fail to meet their standards of parenting
and see themselves as “bad mothers” is related to labeling misbehaving children as “bad

children” is worthy of investigation.

Future research may also wish to expand on the measures of shame and guilt that
were used in this study. This study measured a state sense of guilt and shame — in other
words how much guilt and shame were felt at the time of completing the questionnaire —
a questionnaire about their attitudes and perceptions on parenting. The fact that state
shame and guilt were related to actual/ideal parenting discrepancies and fear of negative
evaluations is intriguing, but the effect may be stronger with a measure that taps more
general feelings of shame and guilt. It may be particularly useful to examine the tendency

to feel shame and guilt in the context of particular parenting situations. The most
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commonly used dispositional measure, the Test of Self Conscious Affect (TOSCA-3;
Tangney, Dearing, Wagner, & Gramzow, 2000), examines shame and guilt within
specific contexts. However, this measure is based on scenarios that are not specific to
mothering. A measurement of the tendency to feel guilt and shame in response to specific
scenarios relevant to mothering would be particularly useful in understanding shame and
guilt among mothers. Other dispositional measures of shame differentiate shame that
stems from an internalized sense of badness (e.g., the internalized shame scale; Cook,
1994) and shame that stems from a fear that others are judging one poorly (Goss, Gilbert,
& Allen, 1994). Examining how self-discrepanies and fear of negative evaluation
differentially relate to these dispositional measures of both internalized and externalized

shame may shed light on their relationships to maternal outcomes.

The generalizability of these results is limited by the relative homogeneity of the
sample. The sample was largely Caucasian, married, and middle to upper-middle class.
This socio-demographic group, however, is the group that is more susceptible to the
pressures of the motherhood ideal and may be a group that is more likely to internalize
high standards of ideal motherhood (Hays, 1996). The ways in which self-discrepancies
function to predict guilt and shame among women from different socio-demographic
backgrounds merits further investigation. For example, it has been suggested that
working class women are less likely to engage in intensive mothering behaviors (Lareau,
2002), which may shield them from the internalized pressures of meeting the demands of
this cultural ideal. On the other hand, not having the resources to meet the basic needs of

their children may compound the guilt and shame experienced by working class mothers.
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Although our research measured discrepancies between mothers’ sense of their selves
and their vision of the “ideal” mother, future research may wish to distinguish between a
mother’s internalized view of ideal motherhood and the view that she believes that
society, or particular members of society such as her husband, holds. Although previous
research that has differentiated these among mothers have found them to be highly
correlated with one another (Polasky & Holahan, 1998), they may be differentially
related to guilt and shame. Other personality variables such as perfectionism, especially
parenting perfectionism (Snell, Overbey, & Brewer, 2005) should also be investigated
within this context. If the desire to be a perfect mother increases the magnitude of the
self-discrepancy experienced, it could exacerbate the experience of negative emotional
outcomes (Higgins, 1999). Women high in perfectionism may be more likely to view
themselves as a bad mother and close to an undesired sense of self (Ogilvie, 1987) when

they do not meet their internalized ideals of motherhood.

Theorists and researchers have expressed concerns over the high standards for being a
perfect mother that have become the dominant discourse for motherhood (Arendell, 2000;
Warner, 2006). Our data suggest that the internalization of these high standards for ideal
motherhood and the perception that one does not meet these standards is detrimental to
mothers of young children. Internalization of the motherhood myth has been implicated
as a source of guilt for mothers (Rotkirch, 2009), and our data confirm this idea and
expand it to the feeling of shame. Furthermore, fear of being judged by others
exacerbates the impact of feeling that one is not living up to the internalized societal
standards of motherhood. Women who have more realistic expectations for what it

means to be a good mother may be protected from the potential detrimental effects of



guilt and shame. Therefore, adjusting both societal and individual expectations for the

standards of motherhood might benefit women’s mental health.
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Table 1

Descriptive Statistics

27

Variable M SD Possible Actual Range
Range
Maternal Self-Discrepancy 023 0.38 -4.00-4.00 -0.81-1.50
Adjectives (Participant) 4.36 .36 1.00-5.00 3.31-5.00
Adjectives (Ideal Mother) 4.59 .35 1.00-5.00 3.50-5.00
Fear of Negative Evaluation ~ 3.00 0.93 1.00-5.00 1.33-5.00
Guilt 1.38 0.56 1.00-5.00 1.00-4.40
Shame 1.23 0.52 1.00-5.00 1.00-3.80




Table 2

Bivariate Correlations (Listwise N = 181)
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Variable 1 2 3
1. Maternal Self-Discrepancy -
2. Fear of Negative Evaluation 33F*F* -
3. Guilt 2T*** 21%* -
4. Shame 39*** A0*** 45***

*p <.05; **p < .01; ***p <.001



Figure 1. Regression of Shame on Maternal Self-Discrepancy at the Mean of and at 2

SD Above and Below the Mean of Fear of Negative Evaluation.
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