
Should and Must Thinking

When we use “should” and “must” thinking, we often tell ourselves 
phrases like:
•	 I should always be in control.
•	 I should be happy.
•	 Life should be fair.
•	 I must be successful.
•	 I must never make mistakes.
We all make mistakes in life. Try not to think that failing at something means you are a 
failure. Accept that it is OK to fail and make mistakes. Look at what you can learn from 
the experience that can help you grow.

Accept who you are and the way things are:
•	 People will let me down at times.
•	 Life is not always fair.
•	 I will make mistakes. I will learn from them.

Here are things you can do to change your thinking:
•	 Look to others. Are they perfect? Do they make mistakes?
•	 Stop predicting the future. If things are not going well now, it does not mean things 

will never improve.
•	 When you are feeling “low”, you may not be at your best. During these times, try not 

to take on too much or make big decisions.
•	 Instead of using the word “should”, reframe your thoughts in a more positive way 

such as, “I wish I had not made that mistake, but I am working hard and accept 
myself the way I am.”

•	 Remind yourself about your successes.
•	 Expect that you will make some mistakes. Try your best to better prepare how to 

handle a situation when you make a mistake.
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Using “should” and “must” too much may be a sign you’re pushing yourself to do 
things you don’t really want to do. This can cause stress, make you unhappy, and take 
a toll on your positive relationships with others. Try using “want” or “need” instead of 
“should” or “must” to see if you are doing things that make you unhappy often. Then 
you will have a clear choice to make.

Write out a situation where you made a mistake (or where you fear 
you might make a mistake):

List ways that you could handle the situation differently:

Aussi disponible en français : La pensée guidée par l’idée 
de ce que nous devons ou devrions faire (FF85-1807)

Looking for more health information?
Find this pamphlet and all our patient resources here: http://library.nshealth.ca/PatientGuides 

Contact your local public library for books, videos, magazines, and other resources. 
For more information, go to http://library.novascotia.ca

Connect with a registered nurse in Nova Scotia any time: call 811 or visit https://811.novascotia.ca 
Learn about other programs and services in your community: call 211 or visit http://ns.211.ca

Nova Scotia Health Authority promotes a smoke-free, vape-free, and scent-free environment.
Please do not use perfumed products. Thank you!
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