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A SELF-COMPASSION AND SELF-TRUST GUIDE

When Kind Words Feel Hard to Trust
A Guide for Receiving Compliments and Interrupting Self-Sabotage

For some people, a compliment does not feel warm or simple. It can land as pressure, hidden criticism, an expectation, a

setup for disappointment, or proof that someone does not really know them. The instinct may be to brush it off, argue against

it, make a joke, or search for the negative underneath it.

These reactions can be self-protective, especially if praise once came with conditions, criticism, inconsistency, unwanted

attention, or a demand to perform. They can also become a form of self-sabotage when they repeatedly block connection,

reinforce a harsh self-image, or make it difficult to let positive moments count.

You do not have to force yourself to believe every compliment. The first goal is simply to notice what happens inside

you and give yourself more choice in how you respond.

START WITH KINDNESS

How to Use This Guide
Move slowly. The practices work best when you are curious with yourself rather than trying to fix yourself.

Notice before changing
Pay attention to the thought, body feeling, and urge that appear
after a compliment. Awareness creates room for a new
response.

Keep discernment
You are allowed to evaluate context, boundaries, and whether
someone is respectful. Receiving a compliment never means
ignoring a red flag.

Practice small
A simple “thank you” can be enough. You do not need to feel
convinced, confident, or grateful right away.

Use your own language
Change the phrases in this guide until they sound believable. A
helpful statement is one your nervous system can actually hear.

Start Here: What Happens When I Am Complimented?
A compliment or positive comment that is especially hard for me to receive is:

My first thought, feeling, or body reaction is usually:

The response I tend to give out loud is:

What I hope could feel different over time is:
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UNDERSTANDING THE PROTECTION

Why Praise Can Feel Unsafe
A negative reaction to a kind word can make sense in the context of what you have learned to expect.

When compliments feel uncomfortable, it is easy to call yourself ungrateful, difficult, or “too negative.” A more useful question

is: What is this reaction trying to protect me from? The answer may involve old experiences, current stress, or a belief about

what happens when you are noticed.

Conditional praise
If approval was followed by pressure, comparison, criticism, or
a demand to keep performing, praise may feel like a contract
rather than care.

A harsh self-image
When an internal belief says “I am not good enough,” a
compliment can feel false, uncomfortable, or threatening
because it conflicts with that belief.

Fear of being exposed
You may worry that if someone sees something good in you,
they will eventually discover you are not as capable, lovable, or
impressive as they think.

Past inconsistency
If kindness came and went unpredictably, or if people used
praise to gain access or control, your nervous system may stay
alert for the catch.

Social discomfort
Being noticed can bring anxiety about attention, expectations,
body image, gender roles, status, or what you are supposed to
say next.

Negativity bias
The mind is often quicker to scan for danger, flaws, and future
disappointment than to store positive information. This is
common and can be practiced with.

Your discomfort is real information. It does not automatically mean the compliment is unsafe, and it does not

automatically mean you must accept it. You can pause, look at context, and choose.

My Protective Story
When someone says something positive about me, I am most afraid that:

An earlier experience that may have shaped this reaction is:

What I wish a compliment could mean instead is:
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SEE THE PATTERN CLEARLY

The Compliment and Self-Sabotage Loop
The problem is not that you have a protective reaction. The problem is when the reaction becomes the only
response available.

Self-sabotage is often an attempt to avoid vulnerability, disappointment, embarrassment, dependence, or change. In the

moment, rejecting a compliment can bring relief. Over time, it can teach your mind that positive attention is dangerous and

that nothing kind can be trusted.

1 A kind word arrives
Someone says something positive, notices an effort, gives appreciation, or offers encouragement.

2 The negative meaning appears
Your mind may say: “They are lying.” “They want something.” “They are being sarcastic.” “Now I have to live up to this.”

3 Protection takes over
You minimize, argue, joke, change the subject, criticize yourself first, withdraw, or look for proof that the comment is not true.

4 Short-term relief follows
Rejecting the compliment can lower the discomfort for a moment because you return to a familiar belief or avoid being seen.

5 The long-term cost grows
Connection, confidence, feedback, support, and evidence of your strengths have less chance to land. The original negative
story stays unchallenged.

Map One Recent Moment
The compliment or positive moment was:

The negative meaning my mind attached to it was:

What I did to protect myself was:

The short-term relief and the longer-term cost were:

One response I might want to practice next time is:

A pattern can be understandable and still be changeable. You are not failing because your first thought is negative.

You can practice what comes next.
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THE P.A.U.S.E. PRACTICE

Pause Before You Decide What It Means
A compliment can trigger an old story before you have had time to evaluate the present moment.

1 Pause your first defense
Take one breath before correcting, dismissing, joking, or explaining why the compliment is wrong. You are not required to
respond perfectly or immediately.

2 Acknowledge what was said
Silently name the fact: “They said they appreciated my work,” or “They said I looked nice.” Keep it separate from what your mind
predicts.

3 Untangle fact from story
Ask: “What did they actually say? What am I adding?” A thought such as “They are mocking me” may be a possibility, not proof.

4 Soften the inner attack
Try a believable phrase: “This is uncomfortable, and I can be gentle with myself.” “I do not have to settle the truth of this in one
second.”

5 Experiment with a response
Choose a small response that protects your dignity and your agency: “Thank you,” “That is kind of you,” or “I am letting that
land.”

The floor
You do not have to go from “I hate compliments” to “I fully
believe everything positive.” Start by not attacking yourself or
the other person.

The ceiling
You can let a positive comment be one piece of information, not
a verdict. A compliment does not create a debt, a performance
standard, or a new identity.

Try the P.A.U.S.E. Practice
A compliment I can practice with is:

The story my mind usually adds is:

A more balanced statement I can try is:

The smallest response that would feel possible is:
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LOOK AT THE CONTEXT

Discernment without Dismissing Yourself
You can honor your instincts and still avoid assuming that every positive word has a hidden negative meaning.

Not all praise feels good, and not all praise is offered in a respectful way. The goal is not to talk yourself out of a real

boundary or ignore behavior that makes you uncomfortable. The goal is to distinguish a present-day concern from an

automatic alarm that appears every time someone is kind.

Signs you can receive slowly Signs to pause and look closer

The person is respectful, specific, and does not expect anything
in return.

The comment is used to pressure you, bypass a boundary,
demand access, or make you feel indebted.

Their words generally match their actions over time. The praise is extreme, inconsistent with their behavior, or
followed by criticism, control, or a sudden request.

You can say “thank you” or “not now” without a negative reaction. You feel unable to decline, clarify, or change the subject without
fear, guilt, or retaliation.

The discomfort is mostly inside your own old story, even though
the interaction is respectful.

Something specific about the current interaction feels
disrespectful, intrusive, manipulative, or unsafe.

WORDS YOU CAN BORROW

Boundary-Friendly Responses
A compliment does not require a long explanation, agreement, or more closeness than you want.

When you want to receive simply
“Thank you.” “That is kind of you to say.” “I appreciate you
noticing.”

When you need time
“Thank you. I am practicing receiving kind words, so I may be
quiet for a moment.”

When it feels too personal
“I know you mean well, but I am not comfortable discussing my
appearance.”

When praise is tied to pressure
“I hear the compliment. I still need time to decide what works for
me.”

You can receive respect without surrendering your judgment. You can set a boundary without turning a kind moment

into evidence that you are difficult.
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BUILD A WIDER WINDOW

Practice a New Response, Not a New Personality
The goal is not to become someone who loves attention. The goal is to have more options than automatic rejection.

You do not have to believe a compliment in order to receive it with care. Think of a bridge response as a middle path

between arguing against the comment and pretending it feels easy. It gives your mind time to learn that positive attention

can be safe, brief, and not demanding.

Simple bridge responses
“Thank you.” “That means a lot.” “I appreciate that.” “I am letting
that land.” “I do not know what to say, but thank you.”

What to avoid if possible
Immediately listing flaws, apologizing for the compliment,
insulting yourself, turning the praise back on the other person,
or demanding proof.

Supportive body cues
Exhale slowly, relax your shoulders, feel both feet on the floor,
look away briefly if eye contact is too intense, and give yourself
a few seconds.

After the moment
Notice what happened. Did anything bad occur because you did
not dismiss the compliment? Let your brain store even small
evidence of safety.

GENTLE EXPOSURE

A Five-Compliment Experiment
Practice with safe, low-stakes comments from a trusted person, a journal prompt, or a supportive group. Stop if it
becomes overwhelming.

1 Choose a safe source
Pick someone who respects your boundaries and does not use compliments to pressure you.

2 Ask for one specific compliment
Examples: something they value about your effort, reliability, creativity, humor, or care for others.

3 Pause and use one bridge response
Do not argue with it for ten seconds. Breathe, answer simply, and let the moment end.

4 Write down what happened
Record the thought you had, the body reaction, the response you chose, and what actually happened afterward.

5 Repeat at your pace
Practice once a day, once a week, or whenever it feels manageable. The point is repetition with safety, not intensity.
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PRACTICE A MORE HONEST STORY

Turn Down the Inner Attack
A balanced response does not require false positivity. It asks your inner voice to be accurate, fair, and less
punishing.

When the inner attack says Practice answering with

“They are only saying that to be nice.” “I cannot know their full reason. I can let a respectful comment
be kind without needing to prove it is perfect.”

“They are lying or they do not know the real me.” “Someone can notice a real strength in me even though I have
limits and hard days.”

“Now I have to keep being that way.” “A compliment is an observation, not a contract. I am allowed to
be human and changeable.”

“If I accept it, I am arrogant.” “Humility can include receiving kindness without making myself
smaller.”

“I should point out why they are wrong first.” “I can notice my disagreement privately. I do not have to attack
myself to stay grounded.”

Evidence, Not an Election
A compliment I received recently was:

The harsh conclusion I made about it was:

Three facts I can observe without judging are:

A balanced statement I can practice is:

One action that would support self-respect today is:

You do not have to use a compliment as proof that you are perfect. You can let it be evidence that another person

noticed something worthwhile in you.
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A Seven-Day Kind-Word Practice

Small, repeatable experiences can help your nervous system learn that a compliment does not always lead to pressure,

disappointment, or loss of control. Choose the smallest practice that feels honest and safe.

Day 1: Notice
Catch one moment when you dismiss or argue with a kind
word. Do not change it yet. Just name the urge.

Day 2: Pause
Take one breath before answering a compliment. Let the pause
be the whole practice if that is enough.

Day 3: Receive
Use one bridge response such as “thank you” without adding a
criticism of yourself.

Day 4: Record
Write down one kind observation you received or noticed about
yourself. Do not debate it for one minute.

Day 5: Discern
Practice checking the context: respectful and no-pressure, or a
boundary concern that needs attention?

Day 6: Reframe
Write one balanced response to an old self-critical thought
about praise or being noticed.

Day 7: Reflect
Ask: What felt most difficult? What felt possible? What small
practice do I want to continue?

YOU DO NOT HAVE TO DO THIS ALONE

When More Support Could Help
Compliment discomfort can be part of a larger pattern involving shame, trauma, anxiety, relationships, or self-worth.

Consider therapy support when
Praise brings panic, anger, freezing, intense shame,
dissociation, conflict, or a strong urge to isolate; or when
negative beliefs about yourself feel fixed and painful.

Bring this guide to therapy
Circle what fits, note the kinds of comments that are hardest,
and share the words or exercises that helped or felt difficult.
Your reaction is useful information.

You are allowed to let kindness be complicated at first. With safety, practice, and support, you can learn to receive

respect without losing your boundaries or yourself.

A Note From Dr. Natalie Ellis

The aim is not to make every compliment feel good. It is to help you respond from the present moment, with more freedom, more
self-respect, and less automatic self-attack.

Ready to strengthen self-trust and self-compassion?

Schedule a free consultation with Dr. Natalie Ellis, LCSW-QS

sagesoltherapy.com | natalie@sagesoltherapy.com

Book online: sagesoltherapy.clientsecure.me/request/service


