
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Why People Avoid Introspection 

 

 

 

 

 

“Everyone thinks of changing the world, but no one thinks of changing 
himself.” 

—Leo Tolstoy, Russian novelist 

 

 



 

Most people, while they can have an awareness about themselves, don’t necessarily have 
the level of self-insight to understand what’s underneath it all and what the drivers and 
triggers are. As just one of many examples, highly social people, who are constantly helping 
others at the expense of wearing themselves out often have what is called the “Disease to 
Please.” They wear it as a badge of honor, so to speak. What they fail to understand is the 
adverse impact of that dimension on themselves, let alone how to overcome its tendencies 
and how they got there. 

I refer to this as “Mental Models.”  Here are a couple of examples: 

➢ An individual blames Fate for problems and accidents, but feels personally 
responsible when he makes a hole in one.  
 

➢ A person visits a therapist and says, “I have just been fired for the third time in five 
years and have been divorced twice in the last four. I DESPERATELY need you to help 
me understand why there are so many ignorant people out there.” 

 

So why aren’t people as introspective as we might expect or even hope them to be? It’s 
because looking inward is psychologically harder than looking outward. It can be scary 
rumbling around inside your own head! Introspection requires a person to question their 
own motives, recognize uncomfortable truths, and accept that some of their problems may 
be caused by their own behavior rather than by other people or circumstances. People are 
more forgiving of their own faults and phobias, but find great pleasure in dissecting other 
people’s faults. So why is it that people don’t step back and have more self-insight?  Why 
aren’t people more introspective? 

Why is it that people move to defend their thinking rather than critique their thinking? Why 
is it people move to justify their actions rather than own them? The key is to invite self-
reflection rather than trigger self-defense. Is it fear of looking bad or feeling inept? Just what 
is it we are afraid to admit? 

Introspection is not simply a matter of intelligence. It involves emotional security, curiosity, 
humility, and a willingness to tolerate discomfort. Personal discomfort is uncomfortable. 

 

 

 



Reasons People Avoid Introspection 

➢ The ego protects itself 
➢ We all want to believe we are reasonable, capable, and generally good people. Self-

examination can threaten that identity. It's easier to conclude that someone else is 
unreasonable than to consider whether we contributed to the conflict. 

➢ The emotional cost is too high 
➢ Genuine introspection can bring up shame, regret, insecurity, fear of rejection, or painful 

memories. Some people avoid these feelings by staying busy, becoming defensive, blaming 
others, or changing the subject. 

➢ They confuse their interpretation with reality 
➢ People don't experience events as neutral observers. They interpret them through their 

beliefs, past experiences, and expectations. Once an interpretation feels true, they may 
never question it. 

➢ For example, someone might think, "I only got angry because you disrespected me," without 
asking, "Why does feeling disrespected provoke such a strong reaction in me?" 

➢ They lack awareness of their own patterns 
➢ People can recognize their behavior without understanding what drives it. They may know 

they become controlling, withdraw from relationships, procrastinate, or react defensively, 
yet not understand the underlying fear, belief, or need that triggers the behavior. 

➢ Their environment reinforces their existing beliefs 
➢ Friends, family, and colleagues may validate their perspective rather than challenge it. If 

someone consistently receives agreement, they have little incentive to examine 
themselves. Over time, their blind spots can become entrenched. 

➢ Nobody taught them how 

Most people learn to behave, perform, succeed, and meet expectations. Far fewer are taught to 
examine their emotional triggers, question their assumptions, identify recurring patterns, or 
distinguish their intentions from their actual impact on others. 

 

The Most Important Distinction: Introspection Requires Psychological Courage 

Consider two people who experience the same relationship conflict: 

Person A: Externally focused Person B: Introspective 

"Why do people keep doing this to me?" "Why does this situation keep recurring?" 

"They made me angry." "What did their behavior trigger in me?" 

"I did nothing wrong." "What part might I have played?" 

"They need to change." "What can I learn or change?" 



Person B isn't necessarily more intelligent. Person B is willing to entertain the possibility that their 
current understanding is incomplete. That is a profound difference. 

The defining feature of introspection is not the ability to explain yourself. It is the willingness to 
question your own explanation of yourself. Someone can be highly educated, articulate, and 
intellectually sophisticated while remaining remarkably unaware of their emotional patterns. 

 

Why Some People Seem Incapable of Seeing Themselves Objectively 

There is an important psychological paradox here: the very defenses that protect a person's self-
esteem can prevent that person from recognizing the behaviors that are damaging their 
relationships or limiting their success. 

For example: 

➢ A person who fears rejection may insist that other people are unreliable. 

➢ A person who needs control may describe themselves as simply being responsible. 

➢ A person who struggles with vulnerability may characterize emotional distance as 
independence. 

➢ A person who has difficulty accepting criticism may describe others as overly sensitive. 

These explanations may contain some truth. The problem arises when the explanation becomes 
unquestionable. 

Psychologists sometimes discuss this through concepts such as self-serving bias, motivated 
reasoning, and defense mechanisms. These are not necessarily conscious decisions to deceive 
others. Often, the person genuinely believes their own account. 

And that is what makes the problem so difficult to resolve: you cannot easily correct a blind spot 
that someone does not recognize as a blind spot. 

 

Is Introspection Something People Are Born With, Or Can They Develop It? 

Both temperament and experience can influence it, but introspection is a skill that can be 
developed. 

People who become more self-aware tend to practice three things: 

1. They question their first reaction. They recognize that an immediate interpretation is a 
hypothesis, not necessarily a fact. 

2. They look for patterns rather than isolated incidents. They ask why similar situations keep 
producing similar outcomes. 



 

3. They tolerate being wrong about themselves. They can acknowledge a weakness without 
concluding that they are fundamentally inadequate. 

One caution: introspection is not the same as endlessly analyzing yourself. Rumination can make a 
person more anxious and entrenched in their own perspective. Productive introspection produces 
new understanding, accountability, or a change in behavior. 

 

The Deeper Question 

I think one of the most revealing questions we can ask ourselves is: What would I have to admit 
about myself if my interpretation of this situation were wrong? 

That question moves beyond analyzing what happened and begins examining the psychological 
needs that influence how we interpret what happened. It also explains why meaningful self-
awareness can be uncomfortable. Sometimes the answer challenges not just a particular behavior 
but the story we have told ourselves about who we are. 

And there is one final point worth considering: people do not always lack introspective ability. 
Sometimes they possess it but have little motivation to use it. If their current behavior protects their 
identity, provides emotional comfort, or allows them to avoid accountability, self-examination may 
feel more costly than remaining unchanged. 

I'd like to explore one distinction with you, because it leads to a more interesting question about 
human behavior.  When you think about people who aren't introspective, which observation most 
closely reflects what you see? 

a. They genuinely cannot see their own behavior objectively. 
b. They can see it, but they don't want to confront what it means. 
c. They consistently see themselves as victims and other people as the problem. 
d. They rarely question their assumptions or ask why they behave the way they do. 

You may see all four, but the one you find most common will help us examine the underlying 
psychology more precisely. 
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