Unhelpful thinking patterns

Many problems can be caused by distorted thinking. We tend to assume that our thinking is correct, but especially when stressed or low (depressed) we tend to think in a very unhelpful, negative and distorted way.

In addition, sometimes we have been thinking along these lines for so many years (often from childhood) that the thoughts have become automatic – we are no longer conscious of the thought process at all.
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How we think ( How we feel
In fact how we think is a key factor in how we feel. This is such an important statement that I am going to say it again: How we think is a key factor in how we feel.
Let’s take an example. Mike and Jim have collaborated in a project. They are presenting the results of their work in a business meeting. They are given an intense questioning by their managers, who make several criticisms and suggestions.

As they leave the meeting, Mike thinks, ‘I’ve been torn to pieces. I did such a rubbish job. Why am I so useless?’ As a result of this, he feels very undermined and low about himself. This also has an impact on the quality of his work over the next month.

Jim leaves the same meeting thinking, ‘They’ve been pretty challenging, but that’s quite helpful. I can see where we can improve our methods. And they gave some positive feedback too. I wish we had done x and y, but at least we know how best to tackle the next phase of the project.’ 

As a result of their different thinking styles, who will feel better after the meeting? And how will this impact on their self-esteem and their work?

Another example
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Anya and Sarah are stuck in the same carriage of an underground train when it stops for a minute in a tunnel. There is no announcement and the lights keep flickering. Anya says to herself, ‘This is odd, but trains often stop through technical faults or to let another train pass. Just don’t worry and keep breathing calmly.’ 

Sarah thinks, ‘Help, we’re stuck here and there’s no way out. What if there’s a terrorist attack? I can’t stand this!’ Her heart rate rockets and she starts to feel a panic attack coming.

As a result of their different thinking styles, who will feel better when the train starts moving again? And how will this impact on their sense of self and how safe the world is?

Note that in both of these examples, each person is presented with exactly the same situation as the other. So it is not the situation that causes us to feel certain things – it is the way we interpret that situation. In other words, our thinking skills.

Thinking errors and how to challenge them

Remember that you are in charge of your thoughts and images. If thinking in a certain way results in negative feelings or unhelpful actions, then start taking control by altering your thoughts. 

Thinking in a more realistic and helpful way always leads to more positive feelings and outcomes in our lives. This is a central plank in cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT).

Here is a list of the most common thinking patterns to watch out for and challenge. Identify which ones you use. Then work with your counsellor or therapist to notice and challenge this self-defeating thinking. 

	Name
	Description
	Effect
	Challenge it!

	Black and white thinking
	‘All or nothing’ thinking – we think of people, events or situations in extremes, e.g. ‘I must get it right or I’m a complete failure’, ‘She’s wonderful and I’m useless’. There are no shades of grey.
	Extreme thinking leads to extreme emotions – often negative feelings, as we usually put ourselves on the negative end of the spectrum.
	Ask yourself if the language you use really reflects reality. Think of a wide range of responses – a scale from black at one end to white at the other – rather than in terms of extremes.

	Catastrophising
	When we expect disaster, such as ‘What if I lose my job?’ or ‘If I don’t do x it will be the end of the world.’ Events and their significance are blown out of all proportion in a negative way. 
	Expecting disaster makes us feel anxious and stressed. We are gloomy and doom-laden.
	What is the evidence that the worst will happen? Has it always happened in the past? A balanced assessment of the risks is always more helpful.

	Filtering
	Playing down our own skills or qualities, or anything good that happens. Instead we focus on, or remember, only the negative, eg ‘I’m always hopeless at interviews’ when in fact several have been successful.
	Constantly discounting the positive skews your sense of the world, and of yourself. Carrying an over-negative image with you is very damaging.
	Think of occasions when things have happened differently. Make a conscious effort to accept praise and note when you have achieved things or taken control.

	Personalisation
	Blaming ourselves unfairly or imagining that other people’s actions are reactions to us, eg if someone is in a bad mood it’s because we have upset them.
	You will develop a negative self-image and become unnecessarily defensive and sensitive around other people. Imagining that you are solely responsible for bad things is a heavy burden to bear.
	Think of other reasons why people may be saying or doing things. You are not as central in their lives as you think! And be aware of all the people and factors that are responsible for things.

	Mind reading
	Imagining that we know what people are thinking and feeling towards us, eg ‘He thinks I’m stupid.’
	Usually we imagine the worst, which contributes to low or anxious feelings.
	Why jump to conclusions without any real evidence? Actually the thing we often imagine is what we are thinking about ourselves, and we are just fearing that others will take the same view.

	Labelling
	Putting a (negative) label on us as a person, rather than rating our skills in a specific situation, eg ‘I’m useless’, ‘I’m a bad parent’. Also labelling others, eg ‘He’s a complete idiot.’
	Each label is another nail in the coffin of your self-image. It becomes part of the way we see and feel about ourselves. Labelling others prevents us from seeing good things about them.
	Rate specific skills rather than the whole person. If you’ve failed an exam, it means you’ve failed an exam – not that you are a failure. 

	Must-itis
	Holding rigid beliefs about the world and how you should act or be treated, eg ‘I must meet that deadline’, ‘I should always be happy’, ‘I have to give a perfect presentation’.
	Setting such high standards usually means we fail, or we are let down by others. We put ourselves under extreme pressure to perform, which is very stressful.
	Watch out for the ‘must’s, ‘should’s, ‘ought’s and ‘got to’s in our thoughts. replace them with softer, less critical and less demanding language.

	Fortune-telling
	Predicting the outcome, usually in a negative way, eg ‘I’m bound to get it wrong’ or ‘She will only get angry.’
	Imagining the worst always makes us feel more depressed or anxious.
	Prepare for a bad outcome if that is likely, but don’t assume it will be the only outcome. Ask yourself, ‘How do I know?’

	Generalising
	We make a sweeping statement based on only one or two events, eg ‘I failed last time so I will fail next time’, ‘Everyone thinks I’m slow’, ‘I can never say No.’
	Exaggerating and drawing sweeping conclusions distorts our sense of our self and our skills – usually negatively.
	Watch out for words like ‘never’, ‘always’ and ‘everyone’. Ask yourself what the evidence is, and think of examples which don’t fit with your statements.

	I-can’t-stand-it-itis
	Saying or thinking that we can’t bear certain things, eg ‘I can’t stand it when he raises his voice’ or ‘I can’t stand going to the shops on my own.’
	Telling ourselves this reduces our ability to cope with frustrating or difficult situations. It adds another negative label to our self-image. 
	Usually we can stand it – it’s just difficult. Focusing on what we can do to make it more bearable is a much more helpful thinking skill.

	Blaming
	The opposite of personalisation – when we hold other people, organisations or even ‘life’ responsible for our problems, eg ‘They made me feel terrible’, ‘She should have listened to me carefully.’
	Always seeing the fault in others means that we never take responsibility for our own issues. We feel resentful and disempowered – a victim.
	Think about the part that you may have to play. Start to take a bit of responsibility – you will feel more in control and less of a victim.


