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Navigating Inner Criticism
Understanding the voice, the story behind it,
and what it might be asking of you.
	A REFLECTIVE WORKSHEET



Inner criticism is rarely just a collection of unhelpful thoughts. It can carry the traces of relationships, expectations, experiences and ways of surviving that once made sense. This worksheet is an invitation to meet that voice with curiosity rather than immediately trying to silence it.
The aim is not to decide that the critic is 'wrong', or to replace every difficult thought with a positive one. Instead, you will explore what the voice feels like, where it may have come from, what it has tried to protect, how it enters your relationships, and how you might choose to relate to it now.
Before you begin
Go slowly. Write, draw, use fragments of words, or simply sit with a question. You do not need to complete this in one sitting. If something feels overwhelming, pause. Understanding ourselves is not a test, and insight does not need to be forced.
	NOTICE • UNDERSTAND • RELATE • MAKE MEANING • CHOOSE
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1. Meeting the critical presence
Begin with experience, not explanation.
Before asking where the critic came from, notice how it arrives. It may sound like a voice, but it may also be felt as tension, heaviness, urgency, shame, shrinking, numbness or an image. Sometimes the body seems to know something before we have words for it.
	You are not trying to get rid of the voice. You are beginning to know it.



If your inner critic had an image, shape, character, weather system or metaphor, what would it be?
A heavy cloud? A watchful guard? A wall? A familiar ghost? Something entirely different?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
What does it tend to say - and what is the tone?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
What happens in your body when it appears?
Notice weight, temperature, movement, tightness, posture, breath, stomach, chest, jaw or anything else.
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
What seems to bring this presence closer?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________


L U C I L L E   B E T H E L L
THERAPY
www.lucillebethell.com
2. Tracing the relational story
Our relationship with ourselves develops in relationship with others.
Critical ways of speaking to ourselves do not develop in a vacuum. They can grow around early attachment, family roles, school, culture, rejection, shame, comparison, unpredictability or the expectations we learned we had to meet. Looking backwards is not about assigning blame. It is about understanding the context in which this way of relating to yourself first became possible - or necessary.
When might you first have needed this voice?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
Does it remind you of anyone, any environment, or a way you once felt seen by others?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
What did you learn you needed to be - or not be - to feel safe, accepted, loved or 'good enough'?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
What did you learn might happen if you made a mistake, needed too much, stood out, failed, disagreed or showed vulnerability?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
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3. Honouring the survival strategy
A defence can hurt us now and still have made sense once.
Rather than treating the critic as an enemy, imagine it as a bodyguard that learned its job a long time ago. Perhaps criticism kept you striving, anticipated rejection before somebody else could deliver it, stopped you taking risks, helped you stay small, or created a sense of control. Respecting the protective function does not mean accepting the harm it causes now.
	The question shifts from 'How do I stop this?' to 'Why did I need this - and do I still need it in the same way?'



What was this 'bodyguard' originally trying to protect you from?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
How did being hard on yourself help you cope, belong, perform, prepare or stay safe?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
What does the critic seem to believe would happen if it stopped doing its job?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
What does this strategy cost you now - emotionally, relationally or in the way you live?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
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4. The critic in relationship
Notice what happens between you and other people.
The inner critic is not only private. It can shape how we receive care, tolerate closeness, respond to conflict, ask for help, accept praise, set boundaries or imagine what other people think of us. New relational experiences can sometimes loosen old expectations more powerfully than arguing with them alone.
When the critic is loud, what do you assume other people think or feel about you?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
What does it make harder to receive from other people?
Care? Reassurance? Attention? Help? Praise? Space? Forgiveness?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
What do you find yourself doing in relationships when you fear judgement or rejection?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
Can you think of a relationship - therapeutic or otherwise - in which you have experienced something different from what the critic predicted?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
What was it like to be met differently?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
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5. Finding meaning in the struggle
Pain can tell us something about what matters.
Meaning does not require us to romanticise suffering or decide that painful experiences 'happened for a reason'. It asks a different question: given that this has been part of your story, what does it reveal about what matters to you, what you have longed for, what you have survived, and how you want to live now?
What does your self-criticism reveal about what matters deeply to you?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
What have you been longing for underneath the judgement?
Acceptance? Safety? Belonging? Competence? Love? Freedom? Recognition? Something else?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
What has this struggle taught you about yourself - including strengths you may overlook?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
If this painful part of your story could become a source of understanding rather than only a wound, what might you want to carry forward from it?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
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6. Reclaiming your narrative
Your history has shaped you; it does not have to author every next chapter.
Integration is not about erasing difficult parts of yourself. It is about making room for them within a fuller story - one in which the critic is neither the whole truth nor something that must be exiled. Greater awareness can create a little more freedom to decide how you want to respond.
	You may not choose which voices appear inside you. You can begin to choose how much authority they are given.



Complete this sentence: 'My critic tells the story that I am...'
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
What is missing from that story?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
If you could speak to the protective part beneath the criticism, what would you want it to know about your life now?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
Who do you want to be when the critic appears - not a perfect version of you, but a more authentic one?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
What is one small action you can take that is guided by that person, rather than by the old fear?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
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A final reflection
Take a moment to notice what has shifted, even slightly. The purpose of reflection is not always to arrive at an answer. Sometimes change begins with being able to hold more than one truth about ourselves at once.
What do you understand about your inner critic now that you did not understand before?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
What part of this worksheet feels most important to return to?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
What might you want to explore with another person or in therapy, rather than carrying alone?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
	A GENTLER QUESTION TO TAKE WITH YOU



Instead of asking, “What is wrong with me?”
try asking, “What happened, what did I need - and what do I need now?”

A note about this resource
This worksheet is intended for personal reflection and psychoeducational use. It is not psychotherapy, assessment, diagnosis or emergency support. Some questions may bring up difficult memories or feelings; you can pause at any point and return only if and when it feels useful. If you are concerned about your immediate safety, seek appropriate urgent or emergency support.
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