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with Tif Junker and Julie Beem

About Mother Shame

Tif is probably best known for her role as Director 
of the Award winning documentary, My Name 
is Faith. An active member of ATN’s Board, 
Tif currently leads ATN’s Trauma-Informed 
Therapeutic Parenting Program. As a parent of two 
children with early life trauma and an avid student 
of Brené Brown’s work on shame, she brings a 
lot to this issue’s discussion of shame. Tif knows 
firsthand that shame doesn’t just live within our 
struggling children. It lives and breathes in us as 
parents raising children from hard places. Tif often 
refers to this as mother shame. 

So, Tif, what do you mean when you say “Mother Shame”?

Before becoming a mother myself, I never realized 
that all mothers have shame. If I had known, I 
would like to think I’d have been a little easier 
on my own Mom.  I always thought she was the 
epitome of having your act together. Isn’t that the 
way we often view our moms…having their act 
together?

Are you saying that most moms have shame?

Well, as women, we have high expectations for 
what a “good mother” is supposed to look like. 
I honestly believe every mother struggles with 
feelings of guilt and that can morph into shame 
when trying to measure up to the unreasonable, 
unattainable and often harmful expectations for 
appropriate behavior in children and responses 
from parents.

And what about moms of traumatized children?

I can say in all confidence that we get a LOT more 
shame coming at us, because of the frequency and 
intensity in which our children are acting. The 
shame from mothering through trauma comes in 

intense and overwhelming waves that aren’t easy to 
ignore.  

Most mothers are working with children whose 
attachment is healthy enough that they are building 
resilience from that mother-child relationship. But 
not us.  Our children’s early experiences in the womb 
and/or shortly after were vastly different. Their 
brains weren’t primed for trust and feelings of safety.  
So they don’t have the resiliency our culture believes 
children come with, right out of the gate.  In spite of 
(or sometimes through) our own shame, we struggle 
to parent these little people who are hard-wired to 
believe the world is a scary place and we can’t be 
trusted.  

And as moms of traumatized children, shame is front 
and center for us all the time. One of the little gifts 
many of us have developed is spotting when shame 
rears its head in our child and dealing with it at 
lightning speed.  
 
Talking about shame is…well, very uncomfortable.  Why do 
we need to confront our own shame?

We can’t get our children to face shame and learn to 
move through it, if we can’t face and move through 
our own. Brené Brown describes shame best as 
“a web of unattainable, conflicting, competing 
expectations about who we’re supposed to be.”  The 
world says if you have well-behaved, well-mannered 
children you’re a good parent.  And the reverse is 
true.  A child’s behavior is a direct reflection of us as 
women – of how good we are/bad we are at being a 
mother.

A Conversation 
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circles. We have to find a place to connect to – a 
tribe.

I make sense of this through more of Brené’s 
brilliant research and beautiful words…

”A deep sense of love and belonging is an 
irreducible need of all people. We are biologically, 
cognitively, physically, and spiritually wired to love, 
to be loved, and to belong. When those needs are 
not met, we don’t function as we were meant to. 
We break. We fall apart. We numb. We ache. We 
hurt others. We get sick”. 

That’s what ATN has been for me.  
The place I belong.  

This beautiful, struggling, imperfectly courageous 
tribe of parents who can cry with me, laugh with 
me, sit with me, celebrate and grieve with me, and 
allow me to be vulnerable and authentic. 

Thanks Tif, we hope everyone who joins can find this place of 
belonging at ATN. Julie Beem. 

The world doesn’t take into account that our kids 
were deeply hurt by early trauma that primed them 
for the shame.  And our children’s behaviors are 
usually a manifestation of the fear and shame they 
feel.  I think every mom knows what it feels like 
to have the child screaming in the supermarket.  
Our moms know what it’s like to have the child 
screaming in the supermarket every time.  Or what 
it’s like to have to child steal from the grocer or 
turn over the shelves as they run out of the store.  
The public scrutiny is always there, and it’s hard 
not to react negatively to that.  Almost every mom 
I know confesses to feeling totally differently about 
a kid creating a scene before they became parents 
compared to after.

How do the challenges of parenting children with attachment 
impairments magnify shame’s impact?

Brené Brown explains the damage this way, “shame, 
blame, disrespect, betrayal, and the withholding of 
affection damage the roots from which love grows. 
Love can only survive these injuries if they are 
acknowledged, healed and rare.”  Our experiences 
of being blamed, disrespected and having affection 
withheld are not rare – they’re constant.  And that’s 
shame-building.  We understand the “why” because 
of our children’s trauma and disorders, but it doesn’t 
make it less shaming.  Our children relive their 
traumas, their fears and their shame every day.  And 
because we’re their mothers, we are there being 
as strong for them as we can be.  But if we’re not 
careful, our shame becomes consuming.

So what’s the answer?  How do we moms become more shame 
resilient?

It’s probably no surprise that resiliency to shame is 
built through relationship.  Meaningful connection 
isn’t just something our kids need, we need it too. 
Parenting like this comes with a loss of belonging.  
We no longer totally belong in typical parenting 

Tif Junker filmmaker and Board 
member at ATN, is a mother of two. 
She and her husband currently call 
the Northwest their home. Since 
forming their family by adoption 
and discovering the significant effects that early life 
trauma can have on the young, they have championed 
for awareness of attachment trauma and the rights 
of families raising these children to be heard and 
understood. 
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Sometimes I wonder what our brand of “out-of-the-box” 
shame is like for other moms… but for me…

Shame is
• A room full of parents, knowing if you joined 

the conversation authentically, it would come to a 
screeching halt;

• The frustration from a friend after the 30th time your 
child interrupts, and the lack of understanding for why 
you can’t “just ignore it”; 

• And the silent empathy you carry for that friend, 
knowing she just wants to connect with you and she 
has no idea how bad you need to connect with her too. 

Shame is
• A child spewing hate, swearing and threatening to 

hurt you in public, and the tornado of judgement and 
ridicule that follows from onlookers;

• Praying people have the decency not to say something 
out loud, but also remembering before you were a 
parent, that even if you may not have said something,  
you thought you should; 

• Being asked to leave a public place and the unsolicited 
advice to “just spank them.” 

Shame is
• Being afraid of your child and knowing you can’t say it 

out loud to a single soul;
• The voice inside of you screaming “I did not do this 

to my child”; 
• And the feeling when you play those words back in 

your head.   

Shame is
• Explaining to a table of teachers that you seem like a 

‘helicopter parent’ because there are some place’s only 
a helicopter can get to;

• The look on their faces after you say it;  
• And the realization that a teacher thinks she’s 

protecting your child from YOU.

Shame is
• Difficulty finding a gift that won’t be used for acting 

out;
• Being sucked into a mental chess game with a 7-year-

old, even though you know that’s the worst thing 
possible for both of you; 

• Realizing your sense of justice took the driver’s seat 
again, when you know compassion belongs behind the 
wheel. 

Shame is
• Wondering if the doctor believes the injuries were self-

inflicted;
• Not being believed; 
• The inability to make pain stop for a child, even for a 

minute, and realizing that pain is bigger than any you’ve 
ever seen. 

 Shame is
• Friends that stay away, and tell you it’s because you’re 

not yourself around your child;
• The words, “I don’t subscribe to that” from someone 

you trust and respect;
• Realizing you’re mad at your child for being hurt, and 

it’s asking yourself what kind of mother feels that way?!

Shame is
• Knowing you caused harm when you didn’t know 

better, before you were trauma-informed;
• And realizing your own neurology is altered from living 

a child’s survival;
• The power struggle you fell into and it’s knowing your 

child will win every time…after all, look what they 
survived before coming to you.

 
Shame is
• Being mad at yourself for slipping into “normal” 

consequence based parenting; 
• Not getting to be a “normal” Mom;
• And what you feel for not grieving your child’s lost 

normalcy before your own.

Shame is
• Knowing your child is shopping for a “better” Mom; 
• And wondering if your child feels like you  “took” them 

from someone else;  
• Struggling for eye contact; 
• The term “real mom” obliviously tossed around, 

dismissing and belittling the connection you go into 
battle for every single day.

By Tiffany Sudela-JunkerShame is...
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“The Attachment & Trauma 
Network saved our family!”
Our Executive Director, Julie 
Beem was told this by a parent 
recently — Life-Changing, Family-
Saving work!  Since 1995, ATN’s 
volunteers have been passionately 
and compassionately helping 
traumatized children and their 
families.  But its not enough… we 
can’t reach every child and every 
family who needs our help.

Be #Onein1000
 

Won’t you join us?  Sign 
up below to donate 
$20 a month.  If 1000 

people joined us at that 
level, ATN would be fully 

funded and able to 
help thousands more.  
If $20 isn’t right for you, 
please give what you 
can — more or less. 

To donate or learn more, visit:

attachmenttraumanetwork.org/get-involved/onein1000

Be #Onein1000




