


Challenging Unhelpful Thoughts
The Thinking-Feeling Connection 

You may not know this, or perhaps you do, but the way we think about thing influences our feelings and behaviors. For example, I once had a coworker that I had a very hard time being around because I had a significant lack of respect for her because of something I thought she had done. I spent as little time around her as possible and I ignored her when she was talking unless it was directly to me. It turned out that I was wrong about the whole thing but up until the time I found out I was wrong, my thoughts about her directly contributed to my shunning her. 
Automatic Thoughts 
Everyone has what are called ‘automatic thoughts’. Coined by psychiatrist Aaron Beck, ‘automatic thoughts’ are thoughts based in our belief systems and assumptions and to some extent our past experiences. This is a subconscious process but they do color our response to events or people. With focus and practice, we do have the ability to tune into automatic thoughts and change them. An example of an automatic thought could be, “Creepy things are in the basement.” If you hold this belief, you may feel like you need to have the lights on when you go down into a basement, you limit your time down there, you might imagine something in the shadows and you might run up the basement stairs fast when you leave. See? Thoughts affecting behavior and you may not be aware. 
Some automatic thoughts are benign and do not cause us distress, but some automatic thoughts contribute to limiting behavior that may a reflection of worries and be affecting us negatively, i.e. “I can’t talk to my significant other about my concerns because they will get mad.” Becoming aware of your automatic thoughts can help us challenge them and rewrite your story and change your behavior. 
If you are aware of a few, what are some of your automatic thoughts? ____________________ __________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Sometimes our automatic thoughts are full of “unhelpful thinking styles”. Here are a few common unhelpful thinking styles (thinking errors). See if you use any of these:
1) All or Nothing – “I blew my diet with one cookie so I may as well eat 10.” 
2) Tunnel vision – “I said the wrong thing last night, now my friends hate me.” This one ignores all evidence to the contrary.
3) Jumping to conclusions
4) Catastrophizing – Blowing things out of proportion, usually includes an ‘if – then’ component: “If I go to the mixer and I don’t get asked out, then I’m going to be rejected and then everyone is going to think that I am a loser, no one is ever going to ask me out again and I will probably be alone forever.” (I tend to do this one 😊)
5) “Should-ing” and “must-ing” – “I MUST get this work done or my whole business will fall apart.” “I SHOULD get up and get the sweeping done but I’m so busy with this other work.” Shoulds and musts are judgments we put on ourselves that cause pressure that is usually not needed and can cause us unneeded anxiety. 
6) Overgeneralization: “You always…” or “I never…”

Which of these do you think/believe? How do they affect your life? _______________________ ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Unhelpful thinking styles then often translate their effect into our thinking process by contributing to formation of “unhelpful thoughts” such as the ones listed above: “I blew my diet with one cookie so I may as well eat 10.”  “I said the wrong thing last night, now my friends hate me.” “If I go to the social event and I don’t get asked out, then I’m going to be rejected and then everyone is going to think that I am a loser, no one is ever going to ask me out again and I will probably be alone forever.”
What are some of your unhelpful, automatic thoughts that cause you distress? _____________ 
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

These are the questions to ask yourself if you bump up against an automatic or unhelpful thought that is affecting your behavior in ways that you do not like: 
[bookmark: _Hlk514512792]• What evidence is there that my thoughts are true? 
• How do I know they are true? 
• What evidence is there that they are not true? 
• Are there any other facts I’ve overlooked? 
• What other explanations could there be? 
• Realistically, what is the likelihood of it happening? 
• Does it really help me to think this way? 
• What would you tell a friend? 

Example: “I haven’t been asked out in a month even though I have been out to social events every week. No one has asked me out because I am ugly and undesirable. I will be alone forever.”  
• What evidence is there that my thoughts are true? 
The evidence is that I have not been asked out in a month. 
• How do I know they are true? 
Well, I know I haven’t been asked out. 
• What evidence is there that they are not true? 
No one actually said I was ugly or undesirable. 
• Are there any other facts I’ve overlooked? 
“I have been out a lot this month and I did give my number to people. I also received a bunch of numbers too. I told several people that I was busy for the next couple of weeks and that I had more availability in June. Actually, I have received friendly texts from 3 of them.”  

Below you will find the worksheet for challenging unhelpful thoughts. I encourage you to use the template and make more of them for practice. I can guarantee you will need some practice identifying unhelpful thoughts and challenging them before you will begin to catch yourself and be able to run through the challenge in your head. 
















Use one of the unhelpful thoughts you wrote down above and practice challenging it: 
Unhelpful thought: ______________________________________________________________ ______________________________________________________________________________
Challenges: 
• What evidence is there that my thoughts are true? ___________________________________ ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
• How do I know they are true? ____________________________________________________ ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
• What evidence is there that they are not true? ______________________________________ ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
• Are there any other facts I’ve overlooked? __________________________________________ ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
• What other explanations could there be? __________________________________________ ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
• Realistically, what is the likelihood of it happening? __________________________________ ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
• Does it really help me to think this way? Why or why not? _____________________________ ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
• What would you tell a friend if they had these thoughts? ______________________________ ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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