Challenging Negative Thoughts

This exercise is intended to help you:

· Explore negative emotional states (e.g., anger, frustration, anxiety, sadness, depression, joy, sorrow) and examine how negative emotions may disrupt your efforts to maintain a healthy diet and regular physical activity.

· Focus on the relationship between negative emotional states and negative thoughts.

· Learn to identify distortions present in negative thoughts (i.e. all-or-none thinking, “should” statements, etc.) and how to challenge distorted thinking.

Consequences of negative thoughts

Negative mood states can dampen motivation or hamper efforts to achieve goals such as following a diet or physical activity plan. Negative moods are often the result of persistent negative thoughts. These negative thoughts are typically based on distorted logic or untrue statements. Sometimes we are not even aware of our negative thoughts. Learning to become aware of your negative thoughts and to challenge distorted thinking may improve your mood and your ability to maintain effort towards achieving your goals.

First steps

Pay close attention to your moods and try to notice if you experience periods of negative mood that last for more than a few minutes. During these times, try to identify and challenge negative thoughts. Use a Negative Mood Log to record your negative moods, thoughts and challenging statements. Pay attention to your negative moods.  Try to identify your thoughts during negative moods.  Try to identify the errors or distortions in your thinking.  Replace these distortions with more realistic thoughts.  Monitor food and drink consumption, sleep patterns, your physical activity and motivation to work towards goals to identify patterns that show what is helpful and unhelpful – what works for you and what doesn’t.

Errors or Distortions in Thinking

Everyone has negative thoughts at times.  When allowed to persist, these thoughts prolong negative moods.  Negative thoughts can also dampen motivation or hamper efforts to achieve goals.  Persistent negative thoughts typically contain errors or distortions.

Examples of these errors in thinking are listed in the table on the next page.

	Common Errors/Distortions 
	Explanation
	Examples

	All or None Thinking


	Look at things as absolute,

“black or white”, no grays
	“I had potato chips at lunch so I have completely failed at my diet.”

	Should Statements


	You criticize yourself or

others with “shoulds, musts and should nots”
	“I should have worked harder on that project.”

	Discounting the Positives
	Dwell on negatives and

ignore the positives
	“I did not make time for

exercise two days last week.“

	Thinking the Worst
	Blowing things out of

proportion


	“If I make another mistake I’m going to lose my job.”

	Labeling
	You view a single negative

event as a life long pattern


	“I said the wrong thing in the meeting, I will always be an idiot.”

	Jumping to Conclusions
	Assume the worst based on

little or no information


	“My boss did not speak to me this morning because he is angry at me.”

	Emotional Reasoning
	Feeling bad about

something makes it true
	“She hurt my feelings, so she must be out to get me.”


How to challenge your negative thoughts

1. Simply identifying cognitive distortions can make them more unlikely to occur, since this exercise often helps you realize they are unrealistic.

2. Identify errors in your thinking and attempt to replace the thought with a more realistic statement.

3. Think of evidence both supporting and challenging the negative thought. 
4. When in doubt, ask other people if your thoughts are realistic.

5. Test the thought to determine if it is true.

6. Think in shades of gray…what are the good points and what are the bad points?
7. Encourage yourself to think of alternative explanations despite feeling convinced you are correct.
8. Avoid judging yourself by harsher standards than you apply to others.
9. Accept that there may be some truth to the negative thoughts you are having about yourself and that’s allowed because you are human like everyone else.  Focus on what positive things you can learn from this situation.  Allow yourself to have weak points as well as strong points.

