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ABSTRACT Guilt is a complex psychological construct that is further compounded by inconsistencies in its concepts 
and definitions. There are various forms of guilt some which are protective in nature, some developmen-

tal and the others which are punitive in nature. This paper is a short commentary that aims to dissect the various forms 
of guilt one may encounter in clinical practice. It is imperative that the clinicians working with patients who are psycho-
logically disturbed understand the concept if guilt and try and decipher what guilt holds for them as a tool to enhance 
psychotherapeutic treatment.

INTRODUCTION
The English word “guilt” is related to the German word 
“Geld” (money), which is reflected by the fact that guilt 
can be understood as expressing a striving to “repair,” or 
to recompense someone for something.  To understand 
guilt, let’s look the definition of guilt; Guilt is defined as ‘a 
cognitive or an emotional experience that occurs when a 
person realizes or believes accurately or not that he or she 
has compromised his or her own standards of conduct or 
has violated a moral standard and bears significant respon-
sibility for that violation’. 

In psychology, guilt has been related to various other fac-
tors such as shame, crime, sexuality, committing a mistake 
and some organizational factors. Guilt is a complex psy-
chobiological construct. The aim of this paper is to dis-
sect the construct of guilt in order to trace various types 
of guilt that a clinician may encounter as a symptom in 
psychopathology, as a cause of psychopathology and the 
types of guilt that one may need to resolve via psychother-
apy. The concept of guilt across literature is not universal 
and varies from culture to culture. It is ironic how some au-
thors believe that guilt is a cause of psychological distress 
whereas others feel that guilt is protective against a psy-
chological breakdown. We aim to provide the reader an in-
sight into the various forms of guilt and their origins along 
with insights into this diverse yet vexing construct.

INITIAL PSYCHODYNAMIC FORMULATIONS
The psychology of guilt has its initial origins from the 
seminal work of Sigmund Freud. In Freud’s view, the mor-
al sense of guilt is the expression of the tension between 
the ego and the super-ego. The super-ego regulates the 
actions of the ego in the form of a “conscience” and 
consequently imposes a sense of guilt and need for self-
punishment on the individual. He adds the influence of 
parents, society, and consequences. In his viewpoint, the 
fear of being punished, and not the intrinsic break up of 
our system of values, is what determines guilt. According 
to Freud, fear is equivalent to guilt. At a later stage, Erik 
Erikson, following a life cycle approach, improvised on 
Freud’s work giving us 8 stages of human development in 
which he stated guilt is the outcome of a stage of life that 
occurs between the ages of 3-5 years, a stage he named 
“Initiative versus Guilt”. Children should be allowed to 
show leadership and be allowed to express their natural 

tendencies for any initiative. If they are excessively lim-
ited, the opposite of initiative will occur i.e. guilt, which is 
the opposite of playfulness. When these children turn into 
adults, they cannot express themselves, and when they try, 
it causes them to feel guilt and shame. 

Fritz Perls, revising certain aspects of Freud’s work, identi-
fies guilt as a break up or violation of rules that we have 
adopted internally as our standard. The feeling is that of 
self-punishment or a vindictive attitude toward oneself. 
Carl Jung, in his explanations of guilt says that guilt is just 
a surface emotion. To feel guilty is one aspect, and to un-
derstand guilt another aspect. He says that that guilt is 
one of numerous essential things that may move us into 
living better lives than we do.

THE PHILOSOPHICAL STANDPOINT
Many psychologists, having attempted to study guilt, men-
tioned that guilt may be a factor that manipulates some-
body into doing something he may not want to. Guilt has 
its implication in certain practices and certain forms of life; 
moreover the moral practices of life. There have been two 
kinds of guilt mentioned in philosophy, one is moral guilt 
and othe other immoral or non-moral. Guilt is the byprod-
uct of one’s capacity for moral feelings, and to compre-
hend those moral feelings, one must have a possession of 
language. Further, guilt is the result of disobeying the al-
legiance to a governing authority. In contrast to this, the 
concept of non-moral guilt suggests that sometimes one 
might not have done anything wrong and is aware of the 
same, but might still experience guilt due to various rea-
sons like a wish for someone’s misfortune and guilt felt 
over historical wrongs committed by one’s community or a 
nation. 

THE COGNITIVE VIEW
From a cognitive point of view, guilt is an emotion that 
people experience because they are convinced they have 
caused harm. In cognitive theory, thoughts lead to the 
development of emotions. There are four stages of guilt 
defined by Hoffman. In infancy as a child does not have 
a separate sense of identity and thus presence of guilt is 
not theoretically possible but may be seen. In early child-
hood, as a child develops a sense of personal identity, 
but may not understand someone else’s sense of identity, 
guilt remains superficial (physical) where emotions are not 
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considered. Further in middle childhood, one develops 
awareness of emotions. Here intense emotions can make 
one overtly guilty for doing or not doing things. Finally in 
adolescence, one develops a sense of how one’s personal 
doings cause harm to not only to the other individual, but 
also to a community or group. Guilt here operates on both 
personal and general levels.

Shame and guilt have often been discussed together with 
regards to their similarities, differences and a possible in-
terconnectedness. Some psychologists claim being that 
guilt is a moral shame. Pain, tension and arousal have 
been presented as common attributes to guilt and shame. 
Both these constructs induce dysphoric feelings which in-
volve negative self-evaluations. Guilt is a healthier affect 
as it promotes a sense of personal responsibility and sen-
sitivity to others. The boundaries between the two are still 
fuzzy and blurred. 

TYPES OF GUILT ONE MAY ENCOUNTER IN CLINICAL 
PRACTICE
Classification of Guilt as adapted from Tilghman-Os-
borne, Cole and Felton (2010)

No. Type of Guilt
Expansion of the concept

1. Developmental 
Guilt

This indicates guilt that may be seen 
at different developmental levels 
during human growth. Guilt has 
been seen in infants, toddlers and 
children as well as adolescence. The 
emotion of guilt develops as early 
as the age of 2-3 years and by the 
age of 8 years the child develops a 
strong self of mutual respect for the 
self and others thereby forming a 
strong sense of morality.

 

2. Moral Trans-
gression Guilt

This is a form of guilt that develops 
when a person feels that he has not 
obeyed or transgressed the basic 
rules of morality that make up hu-
man nature. This is commonly felt by 
most people in everyday life in their 
interactions and feelings for others.

3. Social Trans-
gression Guilt

This is a form of guilt that one expe-
riences when he does not adhere to 
social and societal norms and rules 
laid down in a particular society. To 
be defined as social transgression, 
the individual experiencing guilt 
must believe that his actions have 
caused harm or affected his society, 
family or institution at large. Hurting 
a group of people that love him 
leads to this form of guilt.

    

4. Self Focus Guilt

This is a form of guilt that comes up 
as a result of self evaluation and a 
loss of self identity or self esteem. 
This is defined as a guilt of self 
reproach or negative self regard.

5. Not Self Guilt

This is a form of guilt where the guilt 
is the result of other factors and the 
focus is not on the self. Here guilt 
does not involve experiencing nega-
tive self regard or loss of self esteem 
and self identity.

No. Type of Guilt
Expansion of the concept

6. Non Public / 
Private Guilt 

Here guilt is defined with reference 
to the lack of a real or imagined au-
dience. Guilt is a private experience 
that does not involve other people 
or what they might think. Guilt is 
a feeling without any need for an 
audience.

7. Public / Open 
Guilt

Guilt development here includes 
reference to the existence of a real 
or imagined audience. Central to 
this aspect of guilt is a concern with 
other people or what other people 
might think. An example of this is 
evident in a component of guilt in 
which

people see themselves through the 
eyes of those that hates them

8.

Behaviour / 
Activity Related 
Guilt

This is a form of guilt when the defi-
nition focuses on behavior, activity, 
actions, or inaction (i.e., failure to act 
when action is called for). This com-
ponent of guilt is often discussed as 
an act of commission or omission.

9. Adaptive Guilt 

This is a form of guilt that helps the 
individual learn and grow and might 
lead to further enhancement of his 
personality where he learns from his 
mistakes and tries not to carry out 
such mistakes or errors in the future.

 

10. Maladaptive 
Guilt

Here guilt is a negative construct 
that leads to problematic outcomes. 
Maladaptive guilt involves processes 
that reduces

motivation to engage in constructive 
behaviors. It leads to psychopa-
thology like depression and other 
psychiatric disorders in the long run 
if not corrected.

11. Remorseful 
Guilt

Here guilt involves the compulsion 
to apologize or confess. Here, the 
experience of guilt is marked by 
remorse and sorrow. Apologies and 
acceptance of those apologies may 
serves as a means for absolution of 
guilt.

12. Reparation 
Guilt

Reparation refers to a need or moti-
vation to repair, fix, or make amends 
for what has been done wrong. 
Experiencing this component of guilt 
involves a drive to undo damages.

13. Personality trait 
like Guilt

The idea that guilt is trait like refers 
to a conceptualization in which guilt 
is expressly dispositional, chronic 
and ingrained in the character. Such 
definitions state that it occurs across 
many situations or is enduring over 
time. May be seen in chronic de-
pressions, depressive personality and 
dysthymia.
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No. Type of Guilt
Expansion of the concept

14. Specific / Tran-
sient Guilt

This refers to the experience of guilt 
as pertaining to certain situations or 
periods of time. It is described as a 
transient

phenomenon which does not neces-
sarily generalize across situations.

15. Painful Guilt

This constitutes an uncomfortable, 
even viscerally disturbing condi-
tion. Guilt is regarded as a ‘painful 
emotion’ that may be damaging and 
may cause physical and psychologi-
cal harm.

16. Responsibility 
Guilt

This is central to guilt when the 
definition involves the perception of 
ownership or culpability. This sense 
of responsibility need not be plausi-
ble to others. Implausible responsi-
bility is evident when young children 
feel responsible

for their parents’ divorce.

17. Specific Guilt

The definition involves a specific 
kind of guilt. Subtypes

refer to certain events, emotions, or 
personality characteristics. Examples 
of such subtypes are hostility guilt, 
sexual guilt, , survivor-guilt, mastur-
bation guilt, separation-guilt, and 
omnipotent-guilt.

18.
Old Age Guilt

End of Life 
Guilt 

Here guilt comes up for the first time 
in old age when the person feels 
that he has committed wrong all 
his life and wants to make amends 
before he dies in order to absolve 
himself of his wrong doings so that 
his family and children do not suffer 
after his death.

19. Menstrual Guilt

Normal phenomenon in adolescence 
where young girls who experience 
the menstrual cycle for the first time 
may experience sense of shame or 
guilt due to a lack of psychological 
support and knowledge of the physi-
ology and processes involved.

20. Collective Guilt

This is a phenomenon where an 
entire group of people or a religious 
community may feel guilty for the 
wrong doing of one person from 
their community as in case of a 
bombing attack or terrorist attack by 
some individuals.

21. Religious Guilt

Seen as a guilt in some people that 
may develop due to non adherence 
to religious norms or when a priest 
or religious figure makes them expe-
rience guilt for what they have done 
as during Confession in Christians or 
during a religious discourse that they 
might attend

No. Type of Guilt
Expansion of the concept

22. Therapeutic 
Guilt

This is a form of guilt where guilt 
may be induced into an individual 
during correction or psychotherapy 
so that he may feel responsible for 
his actions and take corrective meas-
ures for the same. 

23. Therapist Guilt

Guilt experienced by the psycho-
therapist when the patient commits 
wrong despite therapy or tries to 
attempt suicide during a course of 
psychotherapy. This is a concept 
where the therapist feels that he 
or she may have failed to give ad-
equate therapy to the client or have 
not understood the client well.

 
CONCLUSIONS
Guilt is a complex construct that, at its core, has both af-
fective and cognitive components. Guilt involves moral 
transgressions (real or imagined) in which people believe 
that their action (or inaction) contributed to negative out-
comes. A sense of responsibility and painful feelings of re-
morse are part of the guilt experience; however, whether 
or not atonement or reparations follow guilt is a separate 
question. Other personality characteristics and various cir-
cumstantial factors likely moderate the degree to which 
guilt actually leads to atonement or reparation. These vari-
ants are not universal and should not be built into the defi-
nition or measurement of guilt.

Guilt is a collection of thoughts and feelings that occurs in 
response to a specific circumstance for reasons that likely 
have both trait-like and state-like characteristics. The vari-
ous components of guilt must be understood further in 
cultural and psychological norms. There is a need for fur-
ther research to elucidate the key cognitive and emotional 
components of guilt and to try and decipher how guilt rid-
den patients may differ from their non guilt ridden coun-
terparts. Guilt has been there in human nature from the 
times human beings have existed. There is a need for phi-
losophers, moralists, psychologists, developmental biolo-
gists and psychiatrists to come together on one platform 
and further explore the concept of guilt in its entirety. 



INDIAN JOURNAL OF APPLIED RESEARCH  X 653 

Volume : 5 | Issue : 7  | July 2015 | ISSN - 2249-555XReseaRch PaPeR

REFERENCE 1. Cunningham, M. R., Steinberg, J., &Grev, R. (1980). Wanting to and having to help: Separate motivations for positive mood and guilt-
induced helping. Journal of Personality & Social Psychology, 38(2), 181-192. | 2. Ketelaar, T., & Au, W. T. (2003). The effects of guilt on the 

behaviour of uncooperative individuals in repeated social bargaining games: An affect-as-information interpretation of the role of emotion in social interaction. 
Cognition & Emotion, 17, 429-453 | 3. Fritz Perls (1951), Ego, Hunger and Aggression: a Revision of Freud's Theory and Method. | 4. Izard, C. E. (1977). Human 
emotions. New York: Plenum Press. | 5. Wicker, F. W., Payne, G. C, & Morgan, R. D. (1983). Participant descriptions of guilt and shame.Motivation and Emotion, 
7, 25-39 | 6. Tangney, J. P. (1991). Moral affect: The good, the bad and the ugly. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 61, 598-607. | 7. Tangney, J. P. 
& Fischer, KI W. (1995). Self-conscious emotions: Shame, guilt, embarrassment and pride. New York: Guilford Press. | 8. Tangney, J. P., Wagner, P., Fletcher, C., 
&Gramzow, R. (1992). Shamed into anger? The relation of shame and guilt to anger and self-reported aggression. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 
62, 669-675. | 9. Bybee, J. (Ed.). (1998). Guilt and children. New York: Academic Press. | 10. Tilghman-Osborne C., Cole, D.A., & Felton, J.W. (2010). Definition 
and measurement of guilt : implications for clinical research and practice. Clinical Psychology Review, 30(5), 536-546. | 


