
4 MYTHS ABOUT HOW  
YOU “SHOULD” FEEL

HOW TO IMPROVE THE WAY YOU TALK TO 

AND TREAT YOURSELF

What’s Inside

>  A look at life’s “shoulds,” including what 
you think you should know, feel, or do

>  Myth vs. Fact: 4 scenarios that involve 
“should” statements

>  How to stop the internal criticism of 
endless “shoulds” and create a healthy 
basis for change

>  Additional help to explore your “shoulds” 
and perhaps discover answers about 
yourself



Expectation 
vs. Reality
Imagine the weather forecast says it’s 

going to be bright and sunny tomorrow, 

so you ask your partner to go on a picnic 

at a nearby lake. They say “yes,” and you 

are delighted. But, when you get to the 

lake it’s raining. “Damn it,” you say. “The 

sun should be shining and the birds 

should be singing.” You might think, 

“Things never work out for me!” You 

might even get mad at the weather itself 

or at the forecaster when things are not 

what they “should” be. This is a setup for 

an unpleasant afternoon.

Let’s look at the facts: The weather is 

rainy. The ground is muddy. That’s what 

it is. No amount of complaining about 

what “should” be can change that. All 

your frustration will not cause nature 

to change. However, your internal 

experience and your ability to enjoy the 

time with your loved one will be greatly 

affected by this type of mindset, but this 

can be changed.



Free Yourself 
from the “Shoulds”

Our heads are often programmed from an 

early age with what we “ought” to feel, what we 

“should” be doing, and where we “should” be 

on our life’s journey. When we have a painful 

emotional response, we may scold ourselves 

with comments like, “I shouldn’t feel this way!” 

or “I ought to know better by now!” But the 

fact is that we do feel this way. What we feel 

at any given moment is a real part of what is 

happening inside us. Therefore, it makes good 

sense not to spend too much time chastising 

ourselves for its existence. What we decide to 

do with the feeling is ultimately much more 

important.

How can you begin freeing yourself from the 

overbearing commands of “should,” “must,” 

“ought to,” and “have to”? You can start by 

being more aware of your thoughts, feeling 

what you feel, and accepting what is. That 

includes accepting what is going on inside you 

with a bit more self-compassion and kindness. 

It also helps to sort out the facts from opinions 

that are masquerading as facts.

Here are four quick illustrations that 

demonstrate how easily opinions can be 

disguised as facts and how to separate them 

when it comes to the “shoulds.”



ANGER 
You’re angry, but you think you should be 

more understanding and compassionate.
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THE FACT THE OPINION

ADDITIONAL FACT: 

You feel irritated and angry. You “should” feel some other way.

 Isn’t it true that you can accept 
your angry feelings and that you 

don’t have to destructively act out 
a feeling in order to accept it?



HURT
You’re feeling hurt, but growing up you were repeatedly 

told, “You don’t deserve to be upset because others 

have it worse than you. You shouldn’t be so selfish.”
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THE FACTS THE OPINION

ADDITIONAL FACTS: 

You feel hurt. It is also true that 
you can choose to accept hurt as a 
feeling that you are experiencing.

That part about “deserving” 
is an opinion, not a fact.

You don’t have to accept someone else’s “should” 
or “shouldn’t” that they cast upon you. If someone 

tells you, “You shouldn’t be so self ish,” they 
are negatively judging and insulting you. Their 

statement is an opinion, only an opinion.



LACK OF 
KNOWLEDGE

You don’t know something you really need to know, and 

you think, “I should be able to figure this out on my own!”

3

THE FACT THE OPINION

ADDITIONAL FACTS: 

You feel confused. You “should” somehow 
have all the knowledge you 

need for every situation.

You can shake your own parental f inger of 
criticism at yourself, or you can accept the 

fact that confusion is a normal human feeling. 
No one has all the answers all the time.



DEPRESSION
You’re depressed and sad. You feel like crying. You’ve 

been told by others (and are now telling yourself) 

that you shouldn’t feel like this because it’s a sign of 

“weakness” and therefore totally unacceptable.
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THE FACT THE OPINION

ADDITIONAL FACTS: 

You feel sad and you want to cry. The idea that depression is weakness 
and you shouldn’t feel a certain way 

is purely opinion—even if you’ve 
convinced yourself it’s true

Every condition and circumstance required by a human 
being to feel what you feel is in place, and you are the 
living proof of it. To insist otherwise, that you “should” 

feel differently, does not reflect current reality.



A HEALTHY  
BASIS FOR CHANGE

Scolding yourself with the internal criticism of endless 

“shoulds” does not create a healthy basis for change. 

It may, however, create stress, anxiety, and anger. 

Awareness and acceptance, on the other hand, do 

establish a framework from which healthy change can 

emerge. So what are the options here? You can continue 

the self-undermining pattern of “You SHOULD feel…You 

SHOULDN’T feel…” or you can decide that it’s time to 

make a change in how you talk to and treat yourself.
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