
Thought Distortions 
 

We all tend to think in extremes...and when traumatic events happen we think that way even more. Here are some 
common thought distortions. Take a look and see if any of them are getting in your way. 
 

1. 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. e.g. “I’ve got to do a perfect job or I will have failed.” 

 

2. Overgeneralization: You see a single negative event as a never-ending pattern of defeat.  
e.g. “Everybody must think I’m stupid because I got that question wrong.” 

 

3. 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 discolours the entire beaker of water.  
e.g. “I never finish all of my work by the end of the day!” 

 

4. Disqualifying the positive: You reject positive experiences by insisting they "don't count" for some reason or 
other. You maintain a negative belief that is contradicted by your everyday experiences.  
e.g. “I got 95% in the test, but it was so easy I should have got 100%.” 

 

5. Jumping to conclusions: You make a negative interpretation even though there are no definite facts that 
convincingly support your conclusion. Two ways we do this are by Mind reading: You arbitrarily conclude that 
someone is reacting negatively to you and don't bother to check it out. e.g. “He frowned! He must hate what I 
am saying”. Or by Fortune Telling: You anticipate that things will turn out badly and feel convinced that your 
prediction is a fact. e.g. “What if I get so nervous that I cannot speak?” 

 

6. Magnification 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). e.g. “My face went red when I said that! What if I lost control?” 

 

7. Emotional reasoning: You assume that your negative emotions necessarily reflect the way things really are: 
"I feel it, therefore it must be true." e.g. “I feel scared with this person, therefore they must be dangerous.” 

 

8. Should statements: You try to motivate yourself with shoulds and shouldn'ts, as if you had to be punished 
before you could be expected to do anything. "Musts" and "oughts" are also offenders. The consequence is 
guilt. When you direct should statements toward others, you feel anger, frustration, and resentment. e.g. “I 
shouldn’t have got angry over such a small thing. What’s wrong with me?” or “They shouldn’t act that way!” 

 

9. Global Labelling: 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 behaviour rubs you the wrong way, you 
attach a negative label to him, "He's a damn fool." Mislabelling involves describing an event with language 
that is highly coloured and emotionally loaded.  

 

10. Personalization: You see yourself as the cause of some negative external event for which, in fact, you were 
not primarily responsible. e.g. “We were late to the dinner party and caused the hostess to overcook the meal. 
If I had only pushed my husband to leave on time, this wouldn’t have happened.” 

 

11. Control fallacies: If we feel externally controlled, we see ourselves as helpless a victim of fate. e.g. “I can’t 
help it if I’m in a bad mood, my boss demanded I work overtime.” The fallacy of internal control has us 
assuming responsibility for the pain and happiness of everyone around us. e.g. “Why aren’t you happy? Is it 
because of something I did?” 

 

12. Fallacy of fairness: We feel resentful because we think we know what is fair, but other people won’t agree 
with us. As our parents tell us, “Life is always fair,” and people who go through life applying a measuring ruler 
against every situation judging its “fairness” will often feel badly and negative because of it. 

13. Blaming: We hold other people responsible for our pain, or take the other track and blame ourselves for every 
problem. For example, “Stop making me feel bad about myself!” Nobody can “make” us feel any particular 
way — only we have control over our own emotions and emotional reactions. 

14. Always being right: We are continually on trial to prove that our opinions and actions are correct. Being 
wrong is unthinkable and feel we must demonstrate our rightness and this is often more important than the 
feelings of others even loved ones. e.g. “I don’t care how badly arguing with me makes you feel, I’m going to 
win this argument no matter what because I’m right.” 
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Fixing Thought Distortions 
 

 
If we let them thought distortions have a way of playing havoc with our lives. This kind of “stinkin’ thinkin’” can be 
“undone,” but it takes effort and lots of practice — every day. If you want to stop the irrational thinking, you can start by 
trying out the exercises below.  
 

1. Identify the Distortion. We need to create a list of our troublesome thoughts and examine them later for 
matches with a list of thought distortions. An examination of our thought distortions allows us to see which 
distortions we prefer. Additionally, this process will allow us to think about our problem or predicament in more 
natural and realistic ways. 

 

2. Examine the Evidence. A thorough examination of an experience allows us to identify the basis for our 
distorted thoughts. If we are quite self-critical, then, we should identify a number of experiences and situations 
where we had success. 

 

3. Double Standard Method. An alternative to “self-talk” that is harsh and demeaning is to talk to ourselves in 
the same compassionate and caring way that we would talk with a friend in a similar situation. 
 

4. Thinking in Shades of Gray. Instead of thinking about our problem or predicament in an either-or polarity, 
evaluate things on a scale of 0-100. When a plan or goal is not fully realized, think about and evaluate the 
experience as a partial success, again, on a scale of 0-100. 

 

5. Survey Method. We need to seek the opinions of others regarding whether our thoughts and attitudes are 
realistic. If we believe that our anxiety about an upcoming event is unwarranted, check with a few trusted 
friends or relatives. 

 

6. Definitions. What does it mean to define ourselves as “inferior,” “a loser,” “a fool,” or “abnormal.” An 
examination of these and other global labels likely will reveal that they more closely represent specific 
behaviours, or an identifiable behaviour pattern instead of the total person. 

 

7. Re-attribution. Often, we automatically blame ourselves for the problems and predicaments we experience. 
Identify external factors and other individuals that contributed to the problem. Regardless of the degree of 
responsibility we assume, our energy is best utilized in the pursuit of resolutions to problems or identifying 
ways to cope with predicaments. 

 

8. Cost-Benefit Analysis. It is helpful to list the advantages and disadvantages of feelings, thoughts, or 
behaviours. A cost-benefit analysis will help us to ascertain what we are gaining from feeling bad, distorted 
thinking, and inappropriate behaviour.  
 

9. The Experimental Technique. Do an experiment to test if your negative thought is well-founded. For 
example when you are experiencing a panic attack which makes you think you are about to have an heart 
attack, you could jog up and down the stairs to prove that your heart is actually healthy and strong. 
 

10. Semantic Method. Substitute language that is less emotionally loaded. This can be helpful for should, expect 
and ought statements. Instead of saying to yourself “I should have worked later,” you can say, “it would have 
been better if I had worked late”.  
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