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Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT): Identifying and Challenging Cognitive Distortions
Purpose:
Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) is based on the premise that our thoughts, feelings, and behaviors are interconnected. Often, the way we think about ourselves, others, and the world can influence how we feel and act. Cognitive distortions, or negative thought patterns, are biased ways of thinking that can lead to unhealthy emotions and behaviors. This worksheet will help you identify common cognitive distortions, understand how they relate to deeper thought patterns (schemas), and how CBT can challenge and reframe them to promote healthier thinking. We will also explore how heuristics (mental shortcuts), priming (subconscious influences), and underlying schemas shape these distortions, and how CBT works to break these cycles.
Worksheet Instructions:
1. Understanding Cognitive Distortions: Cognitive distortions are exaggerated or irrational thoughts that often contribute to negative emotions and behaviors. They can be triggered by past experiences, beliefs, or biases, and they can distort how we perceive reality. The first step in CBT is recognizing these distortions.
What do you think a cognitive distortion is? How do you feel it may influence your thoughts or actions?



2. Common Cognitive Distortions: Below are ten common cognitive distortions. Take a moment to familiarize yourself with each one and reflect on how it might appear in your thinking.
· All-or-Nothing Thinking: Seeing things as either all good or all bad, with no middle ground.
· Overgeneralization: Making broad conclusions based on a single event.
· Mental Filtering: Focusing only on the negative aspects of a situation, while ignoring any positives.
· Disqualifying the Positive: Discounting positive experiences or achievements, thinking they don’t count.
· Jumping to Conclusions: Making assumptions or predictions about the future without sufficient evidence (e.g., mind reading or fortune telling).
· Catastrophizing: Expecting the worst possible outcome or viewing a situation as far worse than it actually is.
· Emotional Reasoning: Believing that because you feel a certain way, it must be true.
· Should Statements: Having rigid rules or expectations about how things “should” or “must” be.
· Labeling and Mislabeling: Assigning global negative labels to yourself or others based on specific behaviors or incidents.
· Personalization: Taking responsibility for events outside your control and blaming yourself for things that aren’t your fault.
Which of these distortions do you notice most often in your thinking?



3. Schemas, Heuristics, and Priming: Our thoughts are often influenced by deeper, subconscious patterns—known as schemas—and mental shortcuts—known as heuristics—that help us process information quickly. However, these shortcuts can sometimes lead to biased thinking and cognitive distortions. Priming refers to the subconscious activation of certain thoughts or memories, which can influence how we interpret situations.
· Schemas: Deeply ingrained beliefs about yourself, others, or the world that influence how you interpret information.
· Heuristics: Mental shortcuts or rules of thumb that simplify decision making but may lead to errors.
· Priming: The subtle influence of past experiences or emotions on how we interpret new events.
How do you think your personal beliefs or past experiences might influence your thoughts (e.g., schemas or heuristics)?



What might have happened in your past that primes you to interpret things in a certain way (e.g., overgeneralizing, catastrophizing)?



4. Challenging Cognitive Distortions: Once you’ve identified cognitive distortions, the next step is to challenge them. This is where CBT comes in. CBT helps individuals reframe negative thoughts by questioning their validity and replacing them with more balanced, realistic perspectives.
Follow these steps to challenge a cognitive distortion:
· Step 1: Identify the Thought: What is the exact thought you are having? Write it down.
· Step 2: Recognize the Distortion: Which cognitive distortion does this thought represent?
· Step 3: Challenge the Thought: What evidence do you have that supports or contradicts this thought?
· Step 4: Reframe the Thought: How can you change this thought to be more balanced or realistic?
Example:
· Thought: "I failed the test, so I'm dumb and will never succeed."
· Distortion: All-or-Nothing Thinking
· Challenge: "Failing one test doesn't define my intelligence. I can study harder and improve next time."
· Reframe: "This test doesn't determine my worth or future success. I can learn from this experience."
Now, apply these steps to one of your own negative thoughts:
· Identify the Thought:


· Recognize the Distortion:


· Challenge the Thought:


· Reframe the Thought:


5. Examining the Impact of Challenging Thoughts: The next step is to observe how your emotions change after challenging your cognitive distortions. Recognizing how reframing negative thoughts impacts your feelings can help reinforce the practice of CBT.
How did challenging the thought make you feel?



Did your mood shift? If so, how?



6. Creating Healthy Thought Patterns: Cognitive restructuring is a vital part of CBT. By continually practicing identifying and reframing negative thoughts, you can create healthier, more adaptive thinking patterns over time. This process helps you build more accurate schemas, reducing reliance on cognitive distortions.
What are some positive and realistic thoughts you can replace your cognitive distortions with?



7. Final Reflection: Building awareness of cognitive distortions and practicing the process of reframing is a key step in improving your mental health. Through CBT, you can change long-standing negative thought patterns and develop a healthier way of thinking.
Reflect on how challenging your cognitive distortions could improve your emotional well-being.



What steps will you take to continue challenging cognitive distortions in the future?




Conclusion:
Cognitive Behavioral Therapy is a powerful tool in addressing negative thought patterns that affect our emotional well-being. By identifying and challenging cognitive distortions, understanding how schemas and heuristics influence our thinking, and using the reframing technique, we can break the cycle of negative thinking. With consistent practice, CBT helps to reshape how we view ourselves, others, and the world, leading to healthier emotional responses and more balanced behaviors.
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