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Questions to Identify Thoughts and Beliefs


The following questions[footnoteRef:1] are designed to elicit automatic thoughts, intermediate beliefs (rules and assumptions), and core beliefs (schemas) from clients. The entire battery of questions is not intended to be exhausted at once; instead, this is a compilation of various open-ended questions that can help your client and you uncover thoughts beneath the feelings. Feel free to add your own! [1:  Compiled from Greenberger, D. & Padesky, C. A. (1995). Mind over mood: Change how you feel by changing the way you think. New York: Guilford, and Leahy, R. L. (2003). Cognitive therapy techniques: A practitioner's guide. New York: Guilford.
] 


"What was going through your mind just before you started to feel _____?"

"What are/were you telling yourself?"

“What does it say about you?”

"Can you tell me what you are thinking that is making you feel so _______?"

"How would you complete this sentence: 'I feel sad because I think that ______.'"

Vertical descent: getting to the root of the problem after a client provides a negative thought by asking a cascade of questions:
· "Why would that be a problem for you?"
· "What would happen?"
· "Why would that bother you?"
· "Then what?"
· "What would that mean to you?"

“What are you afraid might happen?”

“What are you telling yourself will happen?”

“What is the worst thing that could happen if this is true?”

"What would it mean to you if what you say to yourself is true? What would it mean about your life? Your future?”

“What does this mean about how other people feel (or think) about you?”

"What is it you think should happen?" or "How do you think you should be?"

"Please complete this sentence with the first thoughts that come to your mind: I feel very sad when I think of [specific thing happening] because I think _________."

"Are there times when you believe this thought with less conviction? What is going on when you believe this negative thought less?" 

If the client cannot remember or identify thoughts that occurred before the emotion:

"Let's go back to the situation that upset you. What were you thinking as it happened?" If client cannot remember, ask the client to recall in the present tense the exact incident and then assess his or her current thoughts. (Adapted from Judith Beck, 1995)

Ask the client to guess the thought: "You can't remember what you were thinking when you felt so ______. What kinds of thoughts typically go with such negative feelings? Is it possible that you're saying these things to yourself?" (Suggest thoughts if client cannot generate any.) 

“What images or memories do you have about the situation?”

