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How to Change Dysfunctional Thinking
The focus of cognitive therapy is on learning new ways to change destructive ways of thinking: if you are always thinking and expecting the worst, then you will continue to suffer. Cognitive therapy works on training your mind to think and respond differently so that you will have more positive outcomes in your life.  
QUESTIONING AUTOMATIC THOUGHTS
This type of questioning can be helpful with thoughts that are so automatic you never take the time to rationally consider the truth of your thoughts.  Asking the questions below may help you to consider the thought in a more realistic manner.
1. What is the evidence?

    What is the evidence that supports this idea?

    What is the evidence against this idea?

2. Is there an alternative explanation?

3. What is the worst that could happen?  Could I live through it?

    What is the best that could happen?

    What is the most realistic outcome?

4. What is the effect of my believing the automatic thought?

    What could be the effect of changing my thinking?

5. What should I do about it?

6. What would I tell my best friend if he or she were in the same        

    situation?

IDENTIFYING COGNITIVE DISTORTIONS 

Although some automatic thoughts are true, many are either false or have just a modicum of truth.  Typical mistakes in thinking include:

1. All-or-none thinking (also called black-and-white thinking).  You view a situation in only two categories instead of on a continuum: "If I don’t pass this midterm, then I'm a total failure in college."

2. Catastrophizing (also called fortune telling).  You predict the future negatively without considering other, more likely outcomes:  "I'll be so upset, I won't be able to function at all."

3. Disqualifying or discounting the positive.  You unjustly tell yourself that positive experiences, deeds, or qualities do not count:  "I did that project well, but that doesn't mean that I'm competent; I just got lucky."

4. Emotional reasoning.  You think something must be true because you "feel" (actually believe) it so strongly, ignoring or discounting evidence to the contrary:  "I know I do a lot of things okay at work, but I still feel like I'm a failure."

5. Labeling.  You put a fixed, all-inclusive label on yourself or others without considering that the evidence might more reasonably lead to a less global conclusion:  "I'm a total loser."  "He's no good."

6. Magnification/minimization.  When you evaluate yourself, another person, or a situation, you unreasonably magnify the negative and/or minimize the positive:  "Getting a less than positive evaluation proves how lousy I am."  Or, "Getting high marks doesn't mean I'm smart."

7. Mental filter (also called selective abstraction).  You pay too much attention to one negative detail instead of seeing the whole picture:  "Because I got that one low rating on my evaluation [an evaluation which also included several high ratings], it means that I'm doing a lousy job and they will fire me."

8. Mind reading.  You believe that you know what others are thinking, failing to consider other, more likely possibilities:  "He's thinking that I don't know the first thing about this project and he’s going to take me off the team."

9. Overgeneralization.  You make a sweeping negative conclusion that goes far beyond the current situation:  "[Because I felt uncomfortable at the meeting] I don't have what it takes to make friends."
10. Personalization.  You believe others are behaving negatively because of you, without considering more plausible explanations for their behavior:  "My boss was abrupt with me because I did something wrong.” (Perhaps the boss was curt because she was pressed for time, or she had a physical condition that was causing her pain, or because she was angry because her own boss was curt to her, or any other possible reason that has nothing to do with you.)
11. "Should" and "must" statements (also called imperatives).  You have a precise, fixed idea about how you or others should behave and you overestimate how bad it is that these expectations are not met:  "It's terrible that I made a mistake.  I should always do my best or else I'll get fired."  
12. Tunnel vision.  You only see the negative aspects of a situation: A parent might criticize her son’s teacher because the teacher failed to remind the son to wear his rain jacket.  She says, "My son's teacher can't do anything right.  He's critical and insensitive and lousy at teaching."

13. Arbitrary Inference: You draw a negative conclusion that is not supported by the evidence.

COPING CARDS

Coping cards are 3" X 5" index cards or other reminders that you keep nearby.  You look at the card when you need to.  For example, if you have a reoccurring distressing thought, such as "I'm going to get into an accident", you can use this card to remind yourself how to respond to this thought.  Or if you find yourself in the same distressing situation, you can use the card to remember coping techniques to use in that situation.  If you feel anxious when driving in traffic, you can write down some strategies to do when you feel anxious, such as taking a number of deep breaths or telling yourself to relax the muscles you have been tightening.

COPING STATEMENTS

Many times people expect to fail miserably.  When you believe that you are going to fail, you underestimate your ability to be successful.  You might believe you will fail at your job, be rejected by your lover, or flunk out of school.  After a while, these expectations tend to become self-fulfilling.  Coping statements can avert this pattern.  They can also help you be aware of potential mistakes and prepare to recover from the errors you may make in real situations.  
Think about situations in which you expect to fail.  Using some of the information discussed below, develop an alternative internal dialog to use when faced with the situation. Practice it in the actual situation, and then gently analyze your efforts.  I stress gently because you need to remember that you have been thinking negatively for a while, and it will take some time make the changes that you desire.  It is important for you to be compassionate to yourself during this process of change.  
