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Understanding the Inner Critic 

What Is the Inner Critic? 

The inner critic is that nagging voice in your head that constantly judges and second-
guesses you. It's the part of you that whispers (or sometimes shouts) things like, "You're 
not cut out for this," or "Everyone will notice you stuffed up." Unlike helpful self-
reflection, which aims to guide and improve you, the inner critic tears you down with 
exaggerated negativity and harsh standards.  

This critical voice often develops from our experiences growing up in a society that 
values achievement and perfection. It might echo past teachers who were never 
satisfied, parents who pushed you to be "better," or even the constant comparisons we 
make scrolling through social media. The irony is that while the inner critic thinks it's 
protecting you from failure or embarrassment, it actually makes you more anxious and 
less confident. Research shows that being hard on yourself doesn't improve 
performance—it just makes everything feel harder.  

 

Why It Matters 
The inner critic is particularly loud when you're:  

• Stressed or tired 

• Facing new challenges 

• Comparing yourself to others 

• Recovering from setbacks 

The good news? You can learn to turn down its volume. Recognising these thoughts for 
what they are—just thoughts, not truths—is the first step to breaking free from their grip.  

 

Where Does It Come From? 

The inner critic doesn’t appear out of nowhere—it’s shaped by your life experiences, 
relationships, and even evolutionary instincts. Here’s a deeper look at its origins:  
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1. Early Childhood Experiences 

Your inner critic often forms in response to early interactions with caregivers, teachers, 
or peers. For example:  

• Critical caregivers: Parents who focused on mistakes ("Why isn’t this an A+?") 
over effort may have taught you that love/acceptance is conditional on being 
"perfect." 

• High-pressure environments: Strict schooling (e.g., "Stop daydreaming!") or 
competitive siblings can ingrain a fear of not being "good enough." 

• Childhood trauma: If you faced bullying, neglect, or emotional abuse, your inner 
critic may have developed as a way to "prepare" for future hurt ("If I criticise 
myself first, others’ words won’t sting as much"). 

Why it sticks: The brain wires these patterns in childhood when it’s highly 
impressionable. Even if those people aren’t in your life now, their "voice" can linger.  

 

2. Cultural & Societal Pressures 

We absorb messages from our culture that fuel self-criticism, such as:  

• Hustle culture: The glorification of busyness ("You should be doing more") 
makes rest feel like failure. 

• Social media: Constant comparison to curated highlight reels tricks you into 
believing everyone else has it together. 

• Gender/racial stereotypes: Internalised beliefs like "Women should be 
nurturing" or "Real men don’t struggle" add layers of unrealistic expectations. 

•  

3. Survival Mechanism Gone Rogue 

Ironically, your inner critic likely started as a protective strategy:  

• Avoiding rejection: "If I point out my flaws first, others won’t reject me." 

• Preventing failure: "If I’m hard on myself, I’ll work harder and avoid mistakes." 

mailto:lize@feelgrounded.life
http://www.feelgrounded.life/


 
 
 

Lize Van Der Watt 
Registered Psychologist and Certified Coach 
+61 416 926 546 
lize@feelgrounded.life 
www.feelgrounded.life 
Wycombe Clinic, 144 Wycombe Road, Neutral Bay, 2089 
 

• Seeking safety: In unstable childhoods, self-criticism might have helped you "fly 
under the radar" to avoid punishment. 

The problem: These strategies, once useful, now keep you stuck in cycles of shame and 
anxiety. Your brain’s threat system (the amygdala) can’t tell the difference between past 
and present—so it keeps sounding alarms unnecessarily.  

 

Why Do We Have It? 

The inner critic is part of your internal dialogue, and it’s there for a reason:  

• Protection: It tries to shield you from failure, rejection, or embarrassment. 

• Motivation: It may push you to achieve or “do better,” even if its methods are 
harsh. 

• Connection: It can reflect your desire to fit in or be accepted by others. 

•  

Why It’s Not the Truth 

The inner critic is just one voice among many in your mind. It’s not the truth, and it’s not 
who you are. Here’s why:  

• It’s Biased: The inner critic focuses on the negative and ignores your strengths 
and successes. 

• It’s Outdated: Many of its messages come from past experiences that no longer 
apply to your current life. 

• It’s Not Helpful: While it may try to protect you, its harshness often makes 
things worse, leading to stress, self-doubt, and inaction. 

 

How to Respond to the Inner Critic 

• Notice It: Acknowledge the inner critic without judgment. Say, “I’m having the 
thought that I’m not good enough.” 

• Thank It: Recognise its intentions. Say, “Thanks, mind, for trying to protect me.” 
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• Reframe It: Challenge its messages with kindness. For example, instead of “I’ll 
fail,” try, “I’m learning, and that’s okay.” 

 

Key Takeaway 

The inner critic is a part of you, but it doesn’t define you. By understanding where it 
comes from and responding with mindfulness and self-compassion, you can reduce its 
power and focus on living a life that truly matters to you.  
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