(Some) CBT Techniques to Teach Individuals and Groups

Identify any relevant cognitive distortions in the thought

Possibilities: catastrophizing, all or nothing thinking, minimization or magnification, mental filter, "should" statements, emotional reasoning, global labeling, over generalization, personalization, disqualifying the positive, mind reading, fortune telling

Test the validity of thoughts

The worker asks the client questions like, “What is the evidence that your thought is true?” “What is the evidence that it is not true?” “How strongly do you believe your thought?” “Have there been times you’ve believed it more strongly?” “Less strongly?” The point is to help the client recognize that the thought may be believed, but not true.

	Cognitive restructuring  ("Catch, check, change")

Develop awareness  of thoughts: "What are you telling yourself about _________?"

Evaluate level of belief in the thought:  "On a scale of 0 to 100%, how much do you believe this thought to be true?"

Evaluate validity of the thought: “What is the evidence this thought is true? What is the evidence it is not true?”

Evaluate utility of the thought: “How much does it help you to believe that thought? How much does it hurt you?”

Challenge (talk back) to the thoughts - hire a defense attorney to talk back to the prosector

Come up with alternative beliefs or explanations:  "What might be another way to look at it?" "What would you tell someone you live who had the same belief as you?"

Uncover deeper meanings (“core beliefs”) – called “downward arrow technique” or “vertical descent technique”

“If what you are telling yourself is true, what would it mean about you? And then what would that mean about you? And if that were true, what would that mean about you?” (And so on, until arriving at the core belief.)




Prosecutor-defense attorney

The worker explains to the client that the negative, distorted things he or she believes are similar to the words of a prosecutor – condemning and critical. Is there a defense attorney to provide the other side of the argument? The worker and client take turns role playing what the prosecutor would say (the client should play this role first) and what the defense attorney would say of the client. This is especially useful for people struggling with anxiety and depression; for problems characterized by denial or entitlement, the client may already have a full defense!

Develop alternative beliefs

The client is encouraged to entertain possible alternative explanations – even if the alternative explanations are not (yet) believed. How else might the situation be viewed? What else might someone in the same situation tell himself or herself? What would be a more helpful way to view the situation?

Cost-benefit analysis

What are the costs of holding on to a harmful thought or behavior? What are the benefits? What are the costs of letting go of the harmful thought or behavior? What are the benefits?

Cognitive continuum

The client describes the extreme ends of the judgment they have for themselves and describes where they fall on the continuum. Example: “You say you are a bad mother. Describe what the very worst mother in the world might do. Describe the things the very best mother would do. Where do you fall on this continuum?”

Exposure

In incremental steps, the client is helped to face – and become desensitized to – the situations, feelings, or thoughts that cause distress. 


Activity scheduling

The client records ALL activities (no matter how minor) completed during the day, and then the client plans ahead activities for coming days. Some variations include having the client describe and rate intensity of mood, sense of achievement or mastery, and sense of enjoyment.  

Behavioral activation

This involves planning activities to help counter the paralysis or inertia that can set in with anxiety and depression. The client identifies what they are doing (or not doing) that is contributing to their depressed mood, and what activity would counter it (e.g., taking a walk instead of napping). The client takes steps toward doing the alternative activity and judges how it affects mood to complete it.

Behavioral experiment

The client comes up with an activity or plan the client can do to test the validity of a troublesome thought or prediction.


Next steps if the distressing thoughts are true:

Sometimes the client’s negative perceptions are accurate, and the situation is grim or the person has made a mistake, or something else troubling has happened. Some options are problem solving, amends, and acceptance:

Problem-solving: Specify the problem, come up with possible solutions, evaluate the pros and cons of each one, decide on a course of action, and evaluate its outcome.

Amends: How can the person help resolve the situation? If the situation has passed, what can the person do for the person who was harmed or for others in the future who might face a similar injury?

Acceptance: What can the person do to move on from the past and into the future? This might require exercises or rituals in grieving.

