
CBT-Based Guide: Understanding and 

Challenging Distorted Thinking Patterns 

 

1. Understanding the Connection Between Thoughts, 

Feelings, and Behaviors 

In Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT), we learn that our thoughts directly 

influence how we feel and behave. When we experience a situation, our 

interpretation of it shapes our emotional response and the actions we take. 

Thoughts → Emotions → Behaviors 

By identifying and adjusting our thinking patterns, we can improve how we feel 

and respond to life’s challenges. 

 

2. Recognizing Automatic Thoughts 

Automatic thoughts are the immediate, often subconscious reactions we have 

in specific situations. These thoughts can be negative and self-critical, and they 

often go unchallenged. 

A = Automatic N = Negative T = Thoughts 

Examples of automatic negative thoughts: 

• “I failed.” 

• “I am a failure.” 

• “I should have known better.” 



• “I didn’t do well.” 

• “I didn’t do enough.” 

• “I passed, but I had low scores.” 

Balanced alternatives: 

• “I can improve.” 

• “I tried my best.” 

• “I studied.” 

• “I learned.” 

 

3. Common Types of Cognitive Distortions 

These are habitual patterns of distorted thinking that can negatively affect our 

emotions and behavior. Becoming familiar with these “thinking traps” helps us 

recognize when our thoughts may be misleading. 

1. All-or-Nothing Thinking 

2. Overgeneralization 

3. Catastrophizing 

4. Mental Filter 

5. Discrediting the Positive 

6. Mind Reading 

7. Emotional Reasoning 

8. “Should” Statements 

9. Jumping to Conclusions 

10. Labeling 

11. Personalization and Blame 

12. Magnification and Minimization 

13. Predictive Thinking 



 

4. The Three C’s of CBT: A Framework for Challenging 

Distorted Thoughts 

Use this simple method to interrupt and reframe negative thinking: 

• Catch – Notice the automatic thought as it arises. 

• Check – Evaluate the thought for accuracy and bias. 

• Change – Reframe the thought into a more balanced and realistic 

perspective. 

 

5. Socratic Questioning: Tools for Self-Challenge 

Ask yourself thoughtful questions to challenge your assumptions and shift 

your perspective: 

• What is the evidence for this thought? 

• Is there another way to interpret this situation? 

• How would I respond if a friend had this thought? 

These questions help you move from reactive thinking to reflective insight. 

 

6. Thought Record Worksheet 

This structured worksheet helps you analyze and reframe negative thoughts. 

Step-by-step prompts: 

1. The Situation – What happened? 



2. The Automatic Thought – What went through your mind? 

3. The Emotions – What did you feel, and how intense was it? 

4. Evidence For and Against – What supports or contradicts the thought? 

5. Balanced Thought – What’s a more realistic or compassionate way to 

view this? 

6. The Outcome – How did your emotions shift after reframing? 

 

7. Cognitive Restructuring Entries 

Use this format to document your reflections: 

Entry 1 

• Situation: 

• Thought: 

• Outcome: 

• Balanced Thought: 

Entry 2 

• Situation: 

• Thought: 

• Outcome: 

• Balanced Thought: 
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