challenging unhelpful
thinking styles

Evidence Testing is all about trying to be objective about our thoughts. It is about asking
yourself questions that will help you look for other information and make an informed decision
about your thoughts, instead of just accepting them as fact.

I. CHECK THE EVIDENCE
If this thought was put on trial, what evidence would the defence present (what
facts support the thought being true)?

What evidence would the prosecution present against (what information
works against the thought or shows that it isn’t true all the time)?

2. CHALLENGE UNHELPFUL THINKING STYLES

Unhelpful Thinking Style Disputation Questions
Consider the whole picture
Mental Filter —) - Am | taking all the information into account?

- What else is going on that I’'m ignoring?

You know what they say about assuming...
- How do I know this?
- What are some dlternative explanations for this?
- If I was feeling differently, would | still think this?

l

Jumping to Conclusions

Find all the causes
- Was this entirely my responsibility?
- What other factors might have dffected the outcome?

l

Personalisation

Put it in perspective
- What are the possible outcomes — best, worst, most
likely?
- Am | jumping ahead of myself?
- How important is this in the scheme of things?

l

Catastrophising

Find the shades of grey
Black and White Thinking —) - Am | being extreme or rigid?
- s there an in-between where things are not perfect but
not a disaster?

Be flexible
Shoulding and Musting —) - s this a strict rule, or is it a desire or possibility that didn’t
work in this instance?
- Can | replace this with a “could” or “would have liked to?

Judge the situation, not the person
Labelling —) - Does this behaviour or situation reflect how things always
are?
- Are there examples where this label hasn’t been true?

Be specific
- Does this apply to all situations or am | overgeneralising?
- What are the facts and what are my interpretations?

l

Overgeneralising

Acknowledge the good
Disqualifying / Ignoring the —) - Am | downplaying or ignoring some of the evidence?
Positives - What are the good things in this situation?

3. CHANGE MY PERSPECTIVE

What other ways are there of viewing the situation?

If | was giving advice to someone | care about in this situation, what would | say?
If | want to act in a certain way, how would | have to think differently?
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We've talked about the way our thoughts affect how we feel.
If we are feeling happy and excited, chances are, we have
been thinking positive thoughts and about positive things.
On the other hand, if we are feeling anxious, depressed, and
upset, it is likely that we have been thinking negative
thoughts. We call these unhelpful thoughts (simply because
they lead to unpleasant feelings or unhelpful actions!). All of
us, at times, think things that make us feel sad or anxious,
and that is a normal part of life. However, if you often feel
distressed or anxious, you might need to examine your
thinking to improve how you feel.

If unhelpful thoughts lead to distressing emotions, then it

might be quite reasonable to say that the most effective thing

to do is to change those unhelpful thoughts to helpful ones!
So, how can you do that? To start influencing the
way you feel, you need to learn to be aware of, and
“capture,” those unhelpful thoughts and beliefs,
with the ultimate aim of changing them. To do
that, let’s start with doing an ABC analysis.

The ABC analysis begins with identifying the ‘A’ which stands
for ‘Activating Event.’ Simply write down an event or a
situation in which you experienced a strong negative
emotion, such as, depression. Record the situation the same
way a video camera might record it — just the facts. This
means that you do not include your thoughts about why the
situation occurred, who was responsible, and how you felt
about it. Just describe the event simple, without any frills.’

The next step is to identify the ‘C’ which stands for
‘Consequences,’ and this includes both your feelings and
your actions/behaviour. Write down the words that best
describe your feelings. When you have written down these
words, rate the intensity of the emotion from 0 to 100. The
higher the number, the more intense the emotion. Have a
look at all those feelings and then choose the feeling that best
represents the emotion you actually felt at the time and
underline it. You might also want to note any actions that
you carried out, for example, drawing all the curtains, putting
on the answering machine, and going to bed.

Now, bearing in mind the situation and the feelings you
experienced, identify the ‘B,” which represents your ‘Beliefs’
or thoughts, expectations, perceptions, and attitudes. Ask
yourself “What was | thinking of when the event occurred?”
“What was going through my mind at the time?” Write
down all of these thoughts in a list. When you have
completed this task, read through each statement and then
underline the thought that is most associated with the
primary emotion you felt during the ‘A‘. We’ll now call it
your hot thought. Now rate how much you believe this
thought on a scale from 0 to 100.

Let’s look at an example. Imagine walking into a party and
feeling anxious. To do an ABC analysis, you might ask
yourself, "How am | making myself anxious? What am |
thinking?" You might identify a thought such as, "l don’t
want to be here." If you only had this thought, you’d
probably not experience a strong emotion but only feel
mildly anxious. If you do experience a strong emotional
response to this thought, it probably indicates that there are
other thoughts underlying this thought. Therefore, the
thought, "l don’t want to be here" is only an initial thought,
and you would need to discover what other unhelpful
thoughts were present to invoke such a strong emotional
response.

How to Uncover Your Unhelpful Thoughts

By asking yourself a number of questions, you can uncover any
other unhelpful thoughts underlying an initial thought. Let’s use
the example of being at the party to identify the unhelpful
thoughts underlying the initial thought "I don't want to be
here." The following is a description of the thoughts that might
be going through your head as you uncover other unhelpful
thoughts. The questions in bold are your unhelpful thought
discovery questions.

"l don't want to be here".

"I don't want to be here because...?"

"...people will look at me and know that |
am depressed”

"...and that is bad because...?"
"Well, they will think something is wrong with me"
"...and what is bad about that..?"

"....They will think I'm crazy!"
"...and what does that say about me?"

"....that | must be crazy."

Your task is to become an expert at identifying your unhelpful
thoughts. Sometimes, one or two thoughts might not
represent the other unhelpful ones you might have had. As
such, to get to those other thoughts, you might need to ask
some of the following questions, called Thought Discovery
Questions:

“What is bad about that?”

“What is it that | see happening in this situation?”
“What am | concluding about myself or others in this
situation?”

“... and that is bad because ...”

“... and what does this say about me ...?”

It is best to be as specific as you can, even if some of your
unhelpful thoughts sound stupid or embarrassing when you
think about them. Discovering your unhelpful thoughts, no
matter how silly they sound, is important in learning how to
better manage your mood.

After you have done this, the next step is to do some
‘Detective Work* and ‘Disputation.” At this point, it is
important that you understand how to identify your feelings
and thoughts surrounding a particular situation, especially one
in which you experienced unhelpful, negative emotions. When
a person experiences unhelpful emotions, they might get a
stronger physical reaction in their body, such as a tightness in
the chest when anxious, an increase in blood pressure when
angry, or a sense of heaviness when depressed. Emotions such
as depression, guilt, fear, rage, and anxiety might also lead to
avoidance and unhelpful behaviours towards yourself and
others, get in the way of effective problem solving, and
contribute to long term difficulties such as hypertension, heart
disease, interpersonal problems, and psychological problems.
Doing the ABC analysis is taking the first step toward learning
to better manage your mood and helping yourself feel better.
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