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 I 
am ashamed. 

I’m ashamed because I just did That Thing That 
Women Do, which I hate when people do it to me: 
a friend told me how nice my new brogues are 
(and they are – they’re the shoe equivalent of a 

whole box of Krispy Kremes!) and I immediately blurted 
out that I got them half price in Topshop.  

In one nanosecond I executed the art of totally 
destroying a perfectly well-meant compliment. 

Why do we all do this?
Truly, most women are to compliments as North 

Korea is to nuclear disarmament. 
We ruin them without saying anything; an eye-roll and 

a faux-embarrassed ‘Pffft!’ will kill any attempt at saying 
something nice about a jumper or reduced bum size. 

Not content with this compliment death, we then make 
an already awkward moment even worse by adding 
(along with a spasmodic arm movement, as if swatting 
away a wasp), ‘Oh, this old thing? Primark. £1.99!’ 

And lo, the compliment is instantly annihilated in  
a hailstorm of discomfort and self-conscious panic. 

I bet you know at least five people who do this. And 
all of them are women. 

I’ve often wondered why so many of us perform this 
ridiculous self put-down. Is it mock humility? Is it discomfort 
at receiving kind words? (And how very sad if it is!) 

One theory is that we try to make the complimenter 
feel better about themselves; if I’m shopping in Tat-Land, 
then you don’t feel so bad about your own bargains. 
This, of course, fails spectacularly, as there’s nothing more 

uncomfortable than genuinely complimenting someone 
and having the words thrown back in your face.

Another is that we don’t want to be seen to be 
showing off. Saying, ‘Oh, my skin is glowing because 
I’ve just come back from a five-star spa-break,’ has the 
effect of making everyone hate you. Instantly. 

One of my friends thinks that saying our just-
complimented clothes are cheap suggests that we have 
even nicer ones at home. This is a level of cunning so 
sneaky, it’s only open to the female of our species. 

Men are simpler, and in that sense, more honest. 
Here’s how it goes for them. 

1. Don’t notice anything about other people’s clothes, 
or general appearance, so say nothing. 

2. Decide they ought to say something, so settle on 
‘Hey, nice T-shirt, mate.’

3. Receive the response, ‘Thanks, mate.’
4. The end. 
We could learn a lot from this high-emotional-

content exchange. 
It’s genuine, it’s well delivered and it’s well received. 
Of course, the infuriating dichotomy of all of this is 

that most of us crave compliments. Mark Twain reckoned 
he could, ‘live for two months on a good compliment’.

I love getting compliments, so why do I dismiss them? 
I say we should try to teach ourselves how to  

receive compliments well, and enjoy them. Who cares 
where something is from, how much it cost (the HEIGHT 
of rudeness, I was always taught) or anything else. 

Just say thank you, smile, and move on. 

‘No, it’s  
not just you’
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Why can’t We take a compliment?


