
 

Guilt and Responsibility 

Developed by Mara Briere, MA, Certified Family Life Educator, Based on the work of Nancy Pizzo Boucher  

What is Guilt?  According to Merriam-Webster (n.d. https://www.merriam-

webster.com/dictionary/guilt )a : the state of one who has committed an offense especially 

consciously; b : feelings of deserving blame especially for imagined offenses or from a 

sense of inadequacy : SELF-REPROACH 

What causes guilt?  According to Whitbourne (2012), there are 5 causes of guilt: 

1. Guilt for something you did. 

2. Guilt for something you didn’t do, but want to. 

3. Guilt for something you think you did. 

4. Guilt that you didn’t do enough to help someone. 

5. Guilt that you’re doing better than someone else. 

What is caregiver guilt?  The feelings that come when caring for someone with a chronic illness.  

These can include ambivalence, anger, anxiety, irritability, depression/sadness, disgust, 

embarrassment, fear, frustration, grief, impatience, lack of appreciation, loneliness, loss, 

resentment, tiredness. (Emotional side of caregiving.  Written and reviewed by Donna Schempp, 

LCSW. © 2014 Family Caregiver Alliance) 

What thoughts come to mind when you are feeling guilty?  If Only exercise 

What are some strategies for easing the sense of guilt? Get rid of the “Should, Must, Have to.”  

“I admit that I am powerless over other people --- and that my life has become unmanageable.”  

Sentence completion exercise 

How responsible do you feel about your loved one being ill?  On a scale of 1-10 _______ 

What does your sense of responsibility look like?  Make a list of the responsibilities that you take 

on to help your loved one with healing.  (p119) 

How much responsibility does your loved one take to help towards their own healing?  A little? 

Some? Less than I do?  Make a list of the responsibilities that your loved one takes to help with 

their own healing. (p 120) 

What level of responsibility do you want to take in helping support your loved one with their 

illness?  None? As much as needed? Less than I do?  Less than s/he does? 
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I am powerless over other people/places/things – and my life has become 

unmanageable. 

Complete the following sentences, adding as many sentences as you want. 

 

When I admit I am powerless over other people, I realize .... 

 

Something that causes me to feel powerless is ... 

 

My life is unmanageable when ... 

 

When I admit my life is unmanageable, I am ... 

 

It is important for me to admit that my life is unmanageable because ... 

 

I admit my life is unmanageable by ... 

 

I become willing by ... 

The following ideas about powerlessness are gleaned from a variety of sources including 

Conference Approved Literature from AA/Al-Anon and recovery books addressing families and 

couples. 

 I have no control over other people, places or things.  I cannot control when my child is 

hungry or tired.  I cannot control what my child thinks about anything.  This is what 

powerlessness means to me. 

  "Most of us want the very best for those we love, and the best we can offer may be our 

refusal to contribute to their path of destruction.  We cannot make choices for other 

people, even for those most important to us.   We are not gods, and we can't truly know 

what is best for anyone else, no matter how obvious a particular course of action may 

seem to us at the time."   (How Al-Anon Works, p. 33) 

 "From the day my child was born, I wanted the best for him.   As a parent, it seemed only 

natural to do everything I could to help him as he grew up and to want to smooth his path 

and ease his pain.  Parental instincts are wonderful, natural, and loving.  I was not bad for 

wanting the best for my son.  ...I had to learn that enabling was not the same as helping.  

...I had to step back and allow him to face the consequences of his actions.  I hoped that 



 
this would be the best medicine I could provide, because I knew I couldn’t control or cure 

his    behavior.  I was even beginning to acknowledge that I hadn't caused it."  (How Al-

Anon Works, p. 221) 

 "I try to accept people the way they are without condemning them for it.  And I strive to 

change what I can, which is mainly my attitude.  Changing my attitude to look favorably 

on others gives me great peace of mind." (How Al-Anon Works, p. 256) 

 I can't change the actions or choices my child makes, but there are steps I can take to 

change my own life. I can offer my child choices and allow her to experience the 

consequences of those choices.  I can allow her to make the mistakes she needs to make 

in order for her to learn and to grow.  I can listen empathetically without offering advice, 

making comments, or changing my position.  I can live and let live. 

 "Feelings are valid and real.  We accept and validate their feelings, but we do not allow 

their expression of their feelings to become abusive to us or other weaker members of the 

family."  (Double Duty, p. 158) 

 Live and Let Live 

 "We are powerless over the outcome of all events involving us.  And we are powerless 

over the lives of our friends and family members.  We are not powerless, however, over 

our own attitudes, our own behavior, our own self- image, our own determination, our 

own commitment to life and this simple program." 

 "...Our recovery is strengthened each time we determine the proper behavior, choose an 

action that feels right, take responsibility where it is clearly ours to take.  The benefits 

will startle us and bring us joy."  (Each Day a New Beginning, November 30) 

 "The only thing we really own in this life is our attitude and our time.  ...What you do 

with your time and your attitude are your only real choices.  No one can take them away 

from you no matter how hard you try to surrender them!  If you feel that someone has 

taken some of your time or imposed an attitude on you, then you need to look at that 

attitude.  Children also need their time to be their own.  We spend our time voluntarily.  

They can't steal it, or force us to do anything with it.  It is ours.  Their time is theirs.  We 

need to let them have it."  (Double Duty, p.153) 

 "...Life is unmanageable whenever we lose perspective about what is and is not our 

responsibility.  We take offense at actions that have nothing to do with us.  Or we 

intervene where it is inappropriate and neglect our legitimate obligations to ourselves and 

others.  Our misplaced concern for others becomes intrusive, meddling resented, and 

doomed to failure.  Instead of helping those we care about, we demonstrate a lack of 

respect for them and create discord in our relationships."  (How Al-Anon Works, p. 45) 

 "Confuse love with interference.  We don't know how to show affection or support 

without giving advice, seeking to sway another's decisions, or trying to get those we love 

to do what we think will bring them happiness.  We confuse caring with controlling 

because we don’t know how to allow others the dignity of being themselves."  (How Al-

Anon Works, p.46) 



 

Powerless 
Next to each of the letters below, fill in a word that helps you with the idea of what 

detachment is and how to do it. 
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