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Six Steps to Changing Your Thoughts:

1) Identify the upsetting event (on a sheet of paper, journal, or on your phone with an app)

When you notice yourself in a negative mood, stop & record the situation that made you feel this way (e.g. getting a nasty look, being rejected by a date, entering a situation in which you are fearful, etc.). 

2) Record your negative feelings

Specify in detail:

What feelings are you having? (sad, anxious, angry, etc.). Rate each feeling on a 0-100% scale.

What is going on in your body? (notice tension anywhere, heart rate, breathing, sweating, etc.)
3) Record your automatic thoughts

Stop and ask yourself:  What was going through my mind when my mood shifted? What was I thinking about myself, others, or my future? (e.g. “I’m a freak,” “Nobody likes me”, “I’m so boring,” etc.)

Almost every time you feel sad or anxious, there is an automatic thought (usually a negative thought about yourself) that preceded the mood. Identifying these thoughts requires much practice and is an essential first step toward evaluating and changing your negative thinking. 
Once you have written the automatic thought(s) down, it is time to ask yourself:  ARE THESE THOUGHTS 100% TRUE? You can find this out by being scientific about your own life:  By looking for errors in your thinking, gathering evidence, and testing things out… 
4) Identify any cognitive distortions

Our thoughts are not always 100% TRUE, because we tend to make common errors in our thinking called “cognitive distortions.” Here a few of the most popular cognitive distortions that people make. See if you can identify any of these distortions in the automatic thoughts you wrote down:

a) ALL-OR-NOTHING THINKING:  You see things in black and white categories. If your performance falls short of perfect, you see yourself as a total failure.

b) OVERGENERALIZATION:  You see a single negative event as a never-ending pattern of defeat.

c) MENTAL FILTER:  You pick out a single negative detail and dwell on it exclusively so that your vision of all reality becomes darkened, like the drop of ink that discolors the entire beaker of water. 

d) DISQUALIFYING THE POSITIVE:  You reject positive experiences by insisting they “don’t count” for some reason or another. In this way you can maintain a negative belief that is contradicted by your everyday experiences. 

e) JUMPING TO CONCLUSIONS:  You make a negative interpretation even though there are no definite facts that convincingly support your conclusion. 

Mind Reading:  You arbitrarily conclude that someone is reacting negatively to you, and you don’t bother to check this out. The Fortune Teller Error:  You anticipate that things will turn out badly, and you feel convinced that your prediction is already established fact. 

f) MAGNIFICATION (CATASTROPHIZING) OR MINIMIZATION:  You exaggerate the importance of things (such as your goof-up or someone else’s achievement) or you inappropriately shrink things until they appear tiny (your own desirable qualities or the other fellow’s imperfections). You often predict the worst case scenario and expect disaster. It is so easy to make ourselves anxious over “what ifs” and imagine the myriad of things that could go wrong (the airplane comic is a great example of this!)
g) EMOTIONAL REASONING:  You assume that your negative emotions necessarily reflect the way things really are:  “I feel it, therefore it must be true.” 

h) SHOULD STATEMENTS:  You try to motivate yourself with should and shouldn’ts, as if you had to be whipped and punished before you could be expected to do anything. “Musts” and “oughts” are also offenders. The emotional consequence is guilt. When you direct should statements toward others, you feel anger, frustration, and resentment. 
i) LABELING AND MISLABELING:  This is an extreme form of overgeneralization. Instead of describing your error, you attach a negative label to yourself:  “I’m a loser.” When someone else’s behavior rubs you the wrong way, you attach a negative label to him/her:  “He’s a jerk.” Mislabeling involves describing an event with language that is highly colored and emotionally loaded. 

j) PERSONALIZATION:  You see yourself as the cause of some negative external event which in fact you were not primarily responsible for. For instance, if someone acts unfriendly toward us, we assume we must have done something wrong. Furthermore, we often compare ourselves to others, trying to determine who is smarter, better looking, etc. The Dalai Lama’s advice:  Don’t take anything personally!
5) Compose a rational response
Now here’s where you become a “personal scientist.” 

Ask yourself the following questions about each of your automatic thoughts:

a) What is the evidence that the thought is true?

b) What is the evidence that the thought is NOT true?

c) What’s the worst that can happen even if it is true? Can I live with that?

d) What’s the most likely outcome?

e) Are there any strengths or positives in me or the situation that I am ignoring?

f) What would I tell a friend if they were having that same thought?) 

g) Is there another way of looking at the situation?
h) Does this belief promote your well-being and/or peace of mind?

i) Did you choose this belief on your own or did it develop out of your experience of growing up? 
Using the answer to these questions, try to formulate a more balanced response to each of your automatic thoughts (e.g., “I’m not boring – I just didn’t have much to say to that person”). 

6) Outcome – What are your feelings now?
Based on your rational response, how do you feel about the situation now/

Rate each feeling on a 0-100% scale. Are your feelings different than before?

TIP:  Try these steps at least once a day for one month, in writing, especially when you notice your mood shifting to an unpleasant one. See what happens… Many research studies have shown that you’ll likely feel better about yourself! 

References:  The Feeling Good Handbook, David Burns, M.D., Mind Over Mood, Greenberger & Padesky 

