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Adaptive Shame Ideal

Child — born without (emotional) boundaries - defenseless & 
entirely dependent on caregivers (even temporary)

Mirror Neuron Network — thought to 
provide attunement, co-regulation & 
empathy.

Young kids don’t have emotional 
boundaries & have the highest level 
of attunement to their caregivers

(Shame starts 
developing ~9 months. )

Adaptive (warranted) shame is 
triggered, because of the mistake.

Compassion is triggered; the caregiver 
looks after the child.

Caregiver — adaptive or able to mitigate 
shame

Child understands it was not their shame. Feels loved. 
Internalizes honesty, compassion, humility.

Notes

Child now carries the message that people make mistakes and 
it’s OK to apologize.

Caregiver realizes they made a mistake, 
but is more concerned about whether the 
child is OK.

EVENT:
Caregiver makes a mistake while caring for a child (whether or not deliberate) .
The adult handles the situation appropriately.

Carried Shame Issues

Child — born without (emotional) boundaries - 
defenseless & entirely dependent on caregivers 
(even temporary)

Part: Shameholder - sensitive to most 
adaptive shame becomes activated.

Part: Shame defender - acts to manage 
spirals or deflect shame - covers up 
shame & won’t admit to the mistake. The 
shame defender may act out, deflect, be 
angry.

Caregiver — a fallible person, former 
victim?

Child creates introjected part: Shameholder - 
sensitive to shame spirals

Child creates introjected part: Shame defender - 
acts out to prevent spirals or deflect shame 

Child now internalizes the dysregulating “carried 
shame” message: “I didn’t DO anything wrong; 
there must be something wrong with me.”

Caregiver is embarrassed (child is a 
witness, complicating shame issues) —
reinforces the shame spiral.

EVENT:
Caregiver makes a mistake while caring for a child (whether or not deliberate) 
The adult made a mistake — but they cover up the shame, the child ends up taking on introjected shame.

Adaptive (warranted) shame is triggered, 
because of the mistake. The child mirrors/co-regulates with the caregiver & 

the caregiver’s parts — but doesn’t understand what 
caused their own shame feelings. The child only 
knows the caregiver is upset but not why.

Caregiver tries to control the situation to 
mitigate shame.

The child mirrors/co-regulates with the caregiver but doesn’t 
understand what caused their own shame feelings.
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Child feels pressured, out of control, powerless.


