You’re Never Going to Be “Caught Up” at Work. Stop
Feeling Guilty About It.
By: Art Markman
Most people I know have a to-do list so long that it’s not clear that there’s an end to it. Some
tasks, even quite important ones, linger unfinished for a long time, and it’s easy to start feeling
guilty or ashamed about what you have not yet completed.
People experience guilt and its close cousin shame when they have done something wrong.
Guilt is focused internally on the behavior someone has committed, while shame tends to
involve feeling like you are a bad person, particularly in the context of bad behaviors that
have become public knowledge.
The fundamental question is whether these feelings are a good thing. To answer that, it’s
worth quoting the movie Bridge of Spies. Mark Rylance plays the spy Rudolf Abel. He’s asked
at one point whether he is worried, and he responds, “Would it help?”
In this case, the answer is, “It depends.”
Guilt can sometimes be motivating. For example, feelings of guilt can increase people’s
propensity to cooperate. And, in some cases, guilt can also motivate people to make
progress on projects that have stalled. At a minimum, guilt does not seem to make people
worse at completing tasks. However, feeling guilty when you’re away from work, when you
aren’t in a position to do anything about it, is not helpful, and can be painful. It will make you
feel worse about your job in general and spoil time that you could be spending with friends,
family, or engaging in an enjoyable activity.
Shame, though, is a different story. There is evidence that people will explicitly procrastinate
to avoid shame. Feeling shame about work you have not completed is likely to make the
problem worse, not better, making it an emotion that is almost never helpful.
What can you do to avoid the negative effects of guilt and shame?
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One of the factors that can make these emotions more painful is rumination — the process
of having repeated thoughts about something that is anxiety-provoking. There are several
things you can do to interrupt and counter these negative thoughts.
Exercise self-compassion. Being kind to and willing to forgive yourself has shown to alleviate
the negative effects of shame. Imagine that you are giving advice to someone else who is in
the situation that you are in — to a friend who is behind on several projects, say. Chances are
that you’d be willing to tell other people to give themselves a break. You should be willing to
give yourself the same advice.
Focus on your accomplishments. Gabriele Oettingen’s research demonstrates that focusing
on the gap between what you have accomplished and what you want to accomplish
leads to feelings of dissatisfaction. That energy can be motivating to act but when you’re not
able to act, focusing on your accomplishments instead gives you a sense of pride in what
you have done. Banish the guilt by feeling good about what you have already done. When
you are in a position to take action, say sitting back at your desk on Monday morning, then
you can make better use of the dissatisfaction that comes from focusing on what’s not yet
done.
Practice acceptance. One of the outcomes of many mindfulness techniques is an
acceptance of your current situation. This is also useful when you are trying to overcome
feelings of guilt. In those moments, you need to remember that all of the work you have to
do will be there when you get back to work whether you feel guilty about it in the moment or
not. In other words, remind yourself that feeling guilt at that moment doesn’t help.
You want to use guilt as a motivational tool when you are in a position to get work done.
When you’re not, develop strategies to leave it behind. And find ways to reduce feelings of
shame. Recognize that failing to get some work completed does not make you a bad
person. It just makes you a person.
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