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I’ve been writing about shopping for years and this topic of guilt 
comes up again and again from readers in the community. 

I feel guilty buying clothes; I feel guilty about acquiring too much stuff, 
for shopping in the mall, for buying too much or not organic enough; I 
feel guilty for buying cheap junk, for not knowing who or where it was 
made; I feel guilty for overdoing it at holidays or when I am bored and 
get carried away.

The positive side effect of guilt is that it can be a catalyst for change. The bad 
feelings of guilt press you to making choices that are (and being a person who is), 
simply, better!

But, overall, guilt is horribly oppressive. You were not made for it and no one 
receives any benefit or pleasure from your guilt, least of all, you. 

My desire is to help you identify the sources of guilt and the opportunities for 
change in your shopping habits that can bring freedom from the oppression. 

We’ll go through FIVE Strategies that will change the way you shop so that you 
can begin to enjoy your purchases with the satisfaction of money well spent.
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Let’s Do This!
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My ultimate, back-pocket trick for feeling more confident, more satisfied, and less 
guilty with your purchases is to simply not shop. Shop less.

You’re thinking, “greeeeeaaat advice… this is really going to change everything,” 
right? 

But, truly, today, this is counter-cultural advice. We are so steeped in our consum-
er culture, like tea bags in hot water, that it is difficult to even remember the adag-
es that were once so common:

Sleep on it. Wait a while. See how you feel. 

Why is that? Because there is a tidal wave that is up against you, encouraging you 
to buy quicker & more impulsively, or face anxiety & disappointment if you don’t 
act...

1   2   3   4   5   *

#1. Slow Down & Hold On To 
Your Wallet
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As an online retailer, I read loads of advice, suggestions, and best practices about 
how to upgrade my business, sell more, etc. etc. One of the enduring pieces of 
advice is to
 
       “create a sense of urgency”
so that browsing shoppers are enticed to buy now instead of delaying for another 
time (and possibly forgetting altogether).

A (False) Sense of Urgency

There was certainly a time & place for being compelled to buy something in the 
heat of the moment. Like, when you drove your horse & buggy to the general 
store. Or, when you lived rurally and the shops were only open on certain days 
and you would only go there on special occasions. But, in those cases, a lot of 
thought went into what those purchases would be! Not only was there so much 
more time spent thinking about the decisions (on the buggy ride), there was a lot 
less disposable income to, well, dispose of.

You notice this online with limited time 
sales & offers including: flash sales, 
countdown timers, timed shipping 
offers, limited quantity counters, 

“Now or Never” phrases, and more. 

In a “brick-and-mortar” storefront, 
this may be: the sale rack, BOGO 
offers, limited offer store “cash” 

incentive to use on a future purchase, 
“Take an Additional 50% Off”, and more.



Today, we have access to 
everything, all the time, 
everywhere. Rural or urban, 
night or day, as modern people 
with internet connections (and if 
you’re reading this, that’s you!), 
we have the opportunity to buy 
just about anything we desire.

But, we’ve forgotten the part 
that the ability to purchase 
actually frees us from time 
constraints and the compulsion 
to “buy now”. The best of 
capitalism shows me that if 
something is good and worth 
the money, it will endure. It will 
be available somewhere.

This is a tremendous mentality 
shift, especially when legions of 
retailers are colluding to 
convince you that you are going 
to miss out terribly if you don’t 
take their offer right away...

I will admit, if fashion trends and designer labels are im-
portant to you, this advice will seem completely bogus. 
Of course there is a time sensitivity when new design-
er collections are introduced seasonally. But it depends 
whether your priority is trend or style. Great, enduring 
style pieces have major longevity. The brands may differ 
and tweaks may be made, but a fantastic pair of jeans, 
a classy blazer, a striped shirt, a quality pair of leather 
boots… these items are “classics” for a reason, and trust 

me, they will always be available.

1   2   3   4   5   *
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What is worse than passing up a dinner invitation and then finding out the next 
day that it was THE BEST TIME EVER?! 

I have always been a raging FOMO at heart! Social media, of course, makes it 
worse – seeing photos and reading recaps of every event, friendship, and piece of 
information that you’ve missed out on. 

In shopping, the fear of missing out on a product or deal is an enormous motiva-
tor. Sometimes, the fear is of missing out on a product or service altogether, but 
in most cases, the fear is of missing out on the deal.

Fear of Missing Out

I don’t want to spend more money on something that otherwise 
would have cost less, right? If I spend more for something that 
I could have gotten at another time for less money, isn’t that a 

terrible deal? Isn’t that just a waste of money?

Maybe… Or, maybe not. 

Here are some interesting challenges to our 
not-always-logical way of thinking about money:
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Picture an offer for a Hawaiian vacation, worth $2000, but it’s on sale for 
$1600.  When offered in this way, many people would take the deal – 
saving 20% in the process!

Now imagine that the same $2000 vacation had a deal just last week for 
only $700, but now is back up to $1500. With that offer, who wants it? 
Nobody! Just to be clear: this offer is $100 (5%) less than the deal that 
originally seemed pretty good. 

Another example:
Let’s say you want to buy a car stereo and the dealer near your house sells it for $200, but 
if you go across town, you can buy it for $100. Most people would make the drive to save 
the $100. What’s a little drive to save ½ price?

Now, let’s say that you want to buy a car with a stereo and the dealer near your house 
sells it for $31,000, but if you go across town, you can get the car for $30,900. Would you 
drive to get it?

Most people say, no way! I’m not going to haul across town just to save $100 
on a car!

But here’s the thing: the $100 doesn’t know where it comes from. The $100 
that you use to buy your groceries doesn’t say, proudly, “I’m the money that 
was saved on the car stereo!” or, sheepishly, “I’m the dumb money saved on 
the car...” If the drive across town is worth $100, it’s worth $100.
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Challenge #1: The Hawaiian 
Vacation & the Car Stereo
[Dan Gilbert gives a profound & eye-opening TEDTalk 
about happiness and the nature of how we spend our 
money. He shares these examples:]

https://www.ted.com/talks/dan_gilbert_researches_happiness?language=en
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Challenge #2: Unlocking the Car

[Chris Guillebeau shares this story about value & price in 
his book The $100 Startup]

“After nearing the end of a five-hour drive from Boise to Salt 
Lake City, I stopped off at a Starbucks about twenty minutes 
away from the bookstore I was speaking at that evening. 

On the way inside, I grabbed something from the trunk and 
left the keys inside. Nice move, Chris.

It was even worse because I didn’t realize my mistake until I 
had finished my latte and email session an hour later, shortly 
before I was due to arrive at the bookstore.

I was mad at myself for being so stupid, but I had to think 
quickly. Using a combination of technology, I located the num-
ber of a local locksmith and quickly rang him up. 

“Uh, can you please come as soon as possible?” He agreed 
to be as fast as he could. Much to my surprise, the locksmith 
pulled up in a van just three minutes later. Impressive, right?

 Then he got out his tools and approached the passenger 
door. In less than ten seconds, he had the door open, allowing 
me to retrieve my keys from the trunk and get on with my life. 

“How much do I owe you?” I asked. Perhaps it’s because I 
don’t own a car and the last time I paid a locksmith was ten 
years ago, or maybe I’m just cheap, but for whatever reason I 
expected him to ask for something like $20. Instead, he said, 
“That will be $50, please.”

I hadn’t discussed the price with him before he came out and 
was in no position to negotiate, so I gave him the cash and 
thanked him. But something was unsettling about the transac-
tion, and I tried to figure out what it was.

I was mad at myself for locking my keys in the car—it was 
obviously no one’s fault but my own—but I also felt that $50 
was too much to pay for such a brief service. As I drove away, I 
realized that I secretly wanted him to take longer in getting to 
me, even though that would have delayed me further. I wanted 
him to struggle with unlocking my car as part of a major effort, 
even though that made no sense whatsoever.

The locksmith met my need and provided a quick, compre-
hensive solution to my problem. I was unhappy about our 
exchange for no good reason.“
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Now, let’s look more personally: how much money have you spent on 
great deal items that you later felt guilty about?

I can think of literally dozens of times that I bought a sweater, t-shirt, pair 
of pants, book, home décor item, coffee mug, gym pass, etc because of 
a deal, promotion, or other not-going-to-last-forever opportunity.

A few of those items were fantastic!

And so, so, so many more of them became the clock that didn’t quite 
fit in with the rest of my décor, the pants that were a shade that didn’t 
exactly work with the rest of my tops and mostly stayed in my closet, the 
gym pass that was barely used, the t-shirt that stretched, the sweater 
that pilled…

A friend had this qualm with her husband who loved to shop at Costco. 
“This cheese was only $15!” he would celebrate; “In a grocery store, 
this would cost at least two times as much!” She pointed out that in fact, 
spending $15 on cheese was not a good deal when $10 worth of it end-
ed up in the garbage, spoiling before it could be consumed!

Challenge #3: The Time-Sensitive 
“Great Deal”

Note: There are times when a unique 
purchasing opportunity arises, so this 
is not to say you should always wait. 

But, IF you apply this mentality to the 
vast majority of your shopping expe-
riences, you will be prepared to leap 
with confidence when the rarer mo-
ments arise that you really do need 

to make a quick decision.



Strategy #1 Bottom Line:

We do not make logical decisions about money, and are easily 
swayed by the manipulations of clever marketers. If you want 
to feel less guilty about what you buy, take some time and 
don’t feel pressured by the perception of urgency.
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1   2   3   4   5   *

Items that are $20 and under are so. easy. to. buy. They are like the silent killer of 
your bank account or credit card bill, IF you’re not paying attention.

I ran a booth once for dignify at a big Christmas market, and right across from us 
was a candle seller. Here I was, with these beautiful, hand-crafted items that were 
colorful and rich with an amazing story behind them. “People online love our 
blankets!” I thought to myself. “So many are purchased as gifts; selling them here 
is going to be fun & easy.”

While I was setting up our booth, I glanced over at the candle shop. Jars of can-
dles. Candles shaped like a banana loaf with 3 wicks. No special scent. No in-
teresting story. Just simple, $15 candles. “Will people buy these things?” I won-
dered. 

The answer, it became clear, was a resounding YES.

Over the next 9 days (over 3 weekends) as I twiddled my thumbs and re-folded 
blankets and talked about our story, I saw LINE-UPS across the hall of people buy-
ing candles.

What I realized is that $20 is very, very easy to spend. It wasn’t that these items 
were extraordinary; exactly the contrary: many people were looking for a simple, 
decent, ordinary gift that they could give to a co-worker, mother-in-law, host, or 
include in a gift exchange. And, at the very ordinary price of $15, it was a very low 
barrier for buy-in.

But what do all of those $15-$20 purchases add up to? 

#2. Death to the $20 Purchase

http://www.shopdignify.com


You may have had this experience when you’ve looked at a month’s credit card bill; the 
total has your eyes bulging, but the detailed list doesn’t seem to show anything very 
notable. As a young married, I would look at our bill and think, “I don’t even have any-
thing in the triple digits – how does this all total to $2000?!” 

But, imagine a fairly regular day: you treat a friend or your daughter (& yourself) to 
drinks & pastries at a coffee shop in the morning. After you part, you swing by the mall 
where you pick up your latest book club read at the bookstore, grab some organiza-
tional containers that you’ve meant to pick up, then see a darling bowl on the sale table 
at West Elm before you go. Tonight, your family’s activities go a bit late, so while you’re 
waiting for piano lessons to wrap up, you pop in and buy a prepared meal from the 
grocery store.

Boom! That was a $100 day! 
Nothing expensive, nothing too extraordinary, and certainly could all be worthy ways to 
spend money (books are edifying; house needs arranging, sanity-saving meal shortcut)...
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Maybe in your life, the $20 at Starbucks is no big deal. Your version could be 
$80 at IKEA or The Container Store, or $200 at Costco. But, any time that money 
seems to disappear without any satisfaction to show for it… these are the places 
that we need to re-examine and think about. What else might you get with the 
disappearing $20, $100, $200? A framed art print? A date night out? An upgrade 
at a hotel? Giving it to a person or organization in need?

When you begin to ask these questions, the 
answers may be that you wouldn’t change a thing. 
If so: Great! What matters is that you begin to ask, 

look, think, and make more informed decisions.
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Strategy #2 Bottom Line:

Sometimes money seems to fly out of our wallets, especial-
ly when spent in smaller, unremarkable increments, but those 
amounts add up. If you give some thought to even (especially) 
the small purchases, you will feel less guilty and more satisfied 
in how the dollars left your purse.

1515
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Overall, like in the $20 example, comparing with other ways to use your money is 
an effective way to weed out the I-really-do-want-this items from the Seems-like-a-
good-idea-at-the-time items.

Some shopping experiences encourage you to operate in a vacuum. If you are 
in a luxury retail store that sells mens’ suits in the thousands of dollars, $50 for a 
plain t-shirt doesn’t seem out of place; if that is the sale price, it may even seem 
like a good deal. But, if you remember that you can buy a similar t-shirt for your 
husband and go to a movie with him for $50, you may not pick it up.

Similarly, immersive shopping experiences like home-based business parties, 
watching a shopping channel, or being in an isolated environment (sandwich in an 
airport, anyone?) can distort your perspective on pricing. 

A $120 mop may seem like a great idea… until you get 
home and realize that you just spent $120 on a mop.

Whether you are buying a notebook, a navy blue cardigan, a winter parka, or a 
bookshelf, take a bit of time to compare quality, price, and value between similar 
items. Which is the best to serve your needs?

With clothes, you may look at fit & materials against the price. With a higher ticket 
item, you may sacrifice more money for longevity.

#3. Learn the Art of Comparison

1   2   3   4   5   *
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For example, a couple years ago, I was looking for a winter coat. I wanted something that 
would be casual enough to fit with my everyday, but passable if I was dressing up. “Jackpot!” 
I thought, when I found a navy blue, thigh-length coat with toggles and a hood on the sale 
rack at Gap. It was just what I was looking for, and I could even cover the cost with the ex-
change of a sweater I had received for Christmas. 

Win!

Getting rid of guilt isn’t just about spending less, but about spending better, 
smarter, & more thoughtfully.

Well, my $50 win became my biggest disappointment when, later 
in the season, I realized that the mixed, synthetic fibers held on 
to every piece of lint as well as my curly blond hair. I felt embar-
rassed and uncomfortable every time I wore it because I knew it 
looked like just what it was: cheap.

I wasn’t going to make that mistake again, and when I found a 
replacement, I still bought it on sale, but this time in 100% wool. 
Spoiler alert: it did not cost $50!

In any of these cases, time & perspective are your friends. 
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Strategy #3 Bottom Line:

When you are shopping, take the time to compare quality, 
price, and value between similar items. You will feel more 
confident & satisfied in your purchase when you know you’ve 
made the best choice, not out of false urgency or lack of 
options, but for your own needs & desires.
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I created a survey for our Shop Good readers and one of the questions asked was 
about what kind of shopping you might feel guilty about.

#4. Spend Less Time in Commercial 
Spaces & Don’t Shop Out of Boredom

1   2   3   4   5   *

One woman responded:

“Target end-caps on a random evening when I should 
have walked outside instead of inside a Target store.”    

When I lived on a college campus with a newborn baby and a not-newborn, pseu-
do-baby (some call them “toddlers”), the sidewalk shopping was a couple of 
miles away and the malls a 20+ minute drive. After a few attempts, I decided that 
clunking my stroller in & out of shopfronts and narrowly saving my toddler from 
waltzing into oncoming traffic was not a good use of my time. The malls weren’t 
convenient either (nor practical – we were students and had no money!), so I just 
got out of the habit.

I visited friends, I went out for walks, I sat in a coffee shop or restaurant and lin-
gered with my company rather than moving us on to the next destination. And 
I really didn’t go shopping unless I specifically had something or some place in 
mind (and it was really worth the hassle to make it happen).
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When I moved back to a city that was more suburban, more sprawled, and waaaay 
colder, I realized how tricky that lifestyle really was. Many cities don’t have free, 
indoor space that is open for the general public, unless it is a commercial space 
designed for spending money.

But, the change in my desire to shop was immediately noticeable for me. If I went 
to the mall, I wanted to buy things. It’s as simple and unfortunate as that. You’re 
probably less of a sucker for posters & window displays than I am, but there are 
clever, hard-working people who are the innovators behind them, and I know 
that they are very successful at their work. I am not against marketing, I don’t be-
grudge them their success. But, if I want to make non-emotional, informed deci-
sions, I just need to stay out of their line of fire.

Similarly, do you know the tip about grocery shopping? If you don’t want to blow 
your budget: Don’t go grocery shopping when you’re hungry. Well, if you don’t 
want to spend money that you will later feel guilty about: Don’t go shopping out 
of boredom. 

Joanna Tropiano, 
consciousclosets.co20



Strategy #4 Bottom Line:

Stay away from commercial shopping spaces if you want to avoid 
spontaneous, guilt-inducing purchases. It’s not you – stores are 
designed to encourage you to buy! Find other activities that are 
enjoyable, satisfying alternatives to shopping for pleasure.
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#5. Keep a Running List

1   2   3   4   5   *

Writing down (or pinning, or otherwise saving) the things you want 
to spend money on will free up your brain space so that they aren’t 
always top of mind.

Having a list will help you compare spending opportunities and 
weed out which ones are the priorities and which ones you might 
sacrifice for the sake of bigger or better options.

Sticking to the items or categories on your list will help you avoid 
spending on things are totally unnecessary and won’t add value to 
your life.

Here’s another classic grocery shopping tip: Don’t go without a list.

The same is applicable for ALL kinds of shopping & spending and will help you in 
three ways:

Does writing down everything you want to buy make you feel or seem greedy?

Probably! But, guess what, it was all already in there! Putting pen to paper (or cre-
ating a pinboard) to keep track of your ideas is not creating materialism, it’s trying 
to wrangle it all up. The point isn’t to induce more guilt, but to refine your spend-
ing to the best of the best, so that when you make that purchase (after some time 
& comparison), you will feel great about it! Guilt-free!

1 .  

2.  

3.  
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Don’t underestimate how much brainpower is being 
used to hold all of those ideas, desires, & wants in 
your mind. Like a smartphone or laptop running too 
many apps at once, your brain can get so bogged 
down with the details it fears will be forgotten. Re-
cord them and free up your mind for the myriad of 
better, more creative uses for your brainpower.

Don’t worry – whenever you are ready to 
pick up your list & shop, someone will be 
ready & waiting to take your money! ;)

Examples of good list use:

If you have a list of clothes that would be good com-
plements to your current wardrobe, you are far less 
likely to spontaneously buy a “fabulous” item that 
you rarely end up wearing.

If you have a list of priorities for household décor that 
would fit with the overall vibe of your home, you are 
far less likely to buy something that is excessive or 
doesn’t have a natural place.
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Strategy #5 Bottom Line:

Having an ongoing list – of items you need, “need”, or wish for – 
will free up your brain from keeping shopping top of mind. Time 
will separate the good ideas from the bad, and using your list as 
a guideline will prevent you from buying unnecessary items that 
you will regret later.
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I can tell you that if you are in any debt, if you share finances and are accountable 
to another person for your spending, if you ever make impulse purchases, or if 
you buy things that end up unused or under-utilized: 

You are going to experience feelings of guilt.
If you slow down, if you wait, if you plan, if you keep a list of gaps in 
your stuff or things you wish for (but don’t buy for yourself right away), 
I guarantee you that your feelings of guilt will subside and 
be replaced with: 

Helloooo, I didn’t ask to know about 
how to stop shopping, I like to shop! I 
just don’t want to feel guilty about it.

Pride in your self-discipline

Enjoyment of the goods that you purchase

Confidence in your decision-making

& the Satisfaction of money well spent
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Where Did This Thing Come From?

*BONUS

There is another undeniable source of guilt when it comes to 
shopping, and it’s not about how often we visit the mall. What about 

where an item comes from? Who has made it? What did it take to 
get here? I see the price tag, but what is the true cost?



1   2   3   4   5   *

The reality is that for the most part, when we purchase something, we have no 
idea where it has come from.

This travel mug I’m drinking from, my son’s swimming trunks, the book I am read-
ing, the camera I’m snapping, the shoes I’m walking in… there are so many prod-
ucts that I interact with every single day. Almost all of them, I don’t know how 
they were made, or where, or by whom. 

We’ve come a long way from the days that everything we used & consumed 
came from a small radius or from the hands of friends & neighbors, or our own 
backyards. This is not a bad thing: there are so many pleasures, marvels, and 
life-changing tools that we simply could not or would not ever produce ourselves. 

But, with each intricacy of an item, with each step in the production line & supply 
chain, there is more uncertainty & mystery about its provenance. 

Many production operations globally are shady; staffed by overworked, under-
paid, and sometimes under-aged people trying to earn a wage to live another 
day. By buying products that are traced back to these inhuman operations, am I 
colluding with evil? 

Unfortunately, 

there is no shortcut.
There is really no easy way out of this unease apart from the hard work of 
paying attention and making difficult choices. But, there is good news, too...
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The good news is that all of the strategies mentioned in this guidebook apply per-
fectly to begin your journey of thoughtful shopping. Shopping less, slowing down, 
paying attention, being wiser & more measured, mastering the art of compari-
son... these are crucial and excellent strategies to set you on the path to shopping 
more ethically, with more dignity.

More good news:

Small steps are worth celebrating.

Culturally, we don’t like hypocrisy. But, isn’t real life more complicated that believ-
ing one thing and doing another? Changing our consumption & purchasing habits 
is not as easy as the snap of a finger, regardless of our concerns.

I can care so much that I am crippled with guilt and sadness OR I can turn a blind 
eye to maintain my blissful ignorance. Neither extreme sounds appealing. 

So, live in the tension. 
Take the small steps. 
Celebrate your wins. 

Inch towards the good.

28



Thank you for reading!

Hi! I’m Shelley Jones and I’m just a regular friend, wife, business-
woman, and mom, drinking a coffee every morning in my warm 
house, living in the tensions, and attempting to make good, kind 
decisions.

In 2012, I began our family business, dignify, in the foothills of 
the Rockies with two (now three) little people underfoot. Since 
then, I have sought to be more thoughtful in how & when & to 
whom I spend my money.

It is a very slow journey.

dignify helps women shop for what they will both love and feel 
great about buying: that which promotes dignity, empowers    
humanity, & champions the good.

We sell premium quality, ethically made, fair trade “kantha” 
quilts. They are hand-stitched in Bangladesh from six layers of 
reclaimed sari cloth and the women who make them were previ-
ously living on the street, working in sex work, or in a vulnerable 
situation at risk of either.

Our customers are THE BEST and have turned a little side project 
into a life-transforming business that has provided over 40,000 
hours of dignified employment for women across the world.

Shop Good is dignify’s blog, where we explore these same kinds 
of topics you’ve read about here. Posts include discussions about 
thoughtfulness in spending & life, the tensions of what I value 
and what I actually buy, simplifying, stories about our artisans in 
Bangladesh, and more. 

About Me

About dignify

About Shop Good


