
Recognizing 

Unhelpful 

Thoughts & 

How to 

Combat Them



Agenda

–How our thoughts contribute to our 
stress levels

- Identifying unhelpful thought patterns

- Strategies to combat our unhelpful 
thought patterns



Understanding My 

Role in Stress Creation
- Understanding the link between our thoughts, 

behaviors and emotions

- Understanding the role of control in stress 

creation and reduction

- Understanding your personal role in stress 

creation and reduction



Link Between 

Thoughts and Stress 
Your thoughts impact your behavior:

– Stress comes from our perception of the 
situation.

– Technically, the actual situation is not stressful, 
our perceptions MAKE IT stressful.

– Sometimes we are right, sometimes we are 
wrong!

– There are common unhelpful patterns of 
thinking. 



The Role of Control in Stress Reduction
Put aside

what is out of your control

Put aside

what is out of your control

In your control:

- Ability to prioritize work & personal 
obligations

- Reactions to events and people

- Thoughts

• Focusing on areas in your 
control results in:
• Feeling empowered

• Feeling relief

Focus on 

what is in your control

Focus on 

what is in your control
Outside of your control:
- How people respond to you

- Other people’s feelings

• Focusing on areas outside of 
your control results in:
• Feeling hopeless
• Feeling anxious
• Feeling STRESSED



Thought-Behavior-Emotion 

Cycle



Unhelpful Patterns of 

Thinking
– All or Nothing Thinking

– Mental Filter

– Jumping to Conclusions

– Emotional reasoning

– Labelling

– Overgeneralizng

– Disqualifying the positive

– Magnification & 
Minimization

– Should & Must

– Personalization



All or Nothing Thinking

Example:

– Seeing things as black or white, right or wrong

– If I’m not perfect I’m a failure

Combat Your Thoughts:

- Instead of “either-or” think along a continuum from 

0 to 10 of partial success. 

- Shades of gray



Mental Filter

Example:

- Only paying attention to certain types of evidence.

- Only seeing our failures, not seeing our successes

Combat:

- Be as kind to yourself as you would be a friend. Review 

the day’s events and focus on all of the positive things that 

went right. 



Jumping to Conclusions

Example:

- Making a negative interpretation even though do not have 
all of the facts.

- Mind Reading (imagine what others are thinking)

- Fortune Telling (predicting the future)

Combat:

- Ask yourself, “Do I really know this to be true?” If no, focus 
on the things you do know are true and which pieces of 
information you still need to make a realistic assessment. 



Emotional Reasoning

Example:

- Assuming because we feel a certain way that it must 

be true.

- I feel embarrassed so I must be an idiot.

Combat:

- Seek out opinion of trusted friends or family to 

evaluate whether your thoughts are accurate. 



Labeling 

Example:

- Assigning labels to ourselves or other people.

- I’m a loser. They’re such an idiot.

Combat:

- Recognize you are labeling. Separate fact from 

opinion by asking yourself “What do I actually 

know to be true?” 



Overgeneralizing

Example:

- Seeing a pattern based on a single event or overly broad 
in the conclusions we draw.

- It’s always going to be like this, it will never get better!

Combat:

- Remind yourself that a single negative event or even 
multiple occasions does not mean it will truly last 
forever. Think of a specific time when a single negative 
experience did not have a long lasting outcome. 



Disqualifying the Positive

Example:

- Discounting the good things that have happened or 
that you have done.

- “That doesn’t count.”

Combat:

- Talk to yourself like you would a friend and 

deliberatively focus on what went right. Actually write 
a list of the positive things you have done. 



Magnification & 

Minimization

Example:

- Magnification is blowing things out of proportion by 
negatively exaggerating the importance of things.

- Minimization is inappropriately shrinking something to 
make it seem less important than it is.

Combat:

- Examine the evidence by separating opinion from fact. 

- Talk with a trusted friend or family member to see if you 
are giving the event the appropriate response. 



Should, Must & Need

Example:
- We try to motivate ourselves by saying, “I should or 

shouldn’t” “Must,” or “Need to” do something.

Combat:

- What are the advantages and disadvantages to these 

statements? Are they really motivating you or just making 

you feel worse? Then, adjust your inner dialogue by talking 

to yourself like you would a friend in the same situation.



Personalization

Example:

- See yourself as the cause of a negative event for which 
you were not entirely responsible for.

- Blaming other people for something that was your 
fault.

Combat:

- Carefully evaluate the situation to figure out your actual 
level of responsibility for the results. What outside factors 
contributed to the situation?



General Strategies

– Identify the unhelpful thought.

– Examine the evidence and separate fact from 

opinion.

– Ask yourself, “What is the story I’m telling 

myself?”



Our Personal Role in Stress 

Reduction

• Recognize that thoughts impact your 

behavior and emotions

• Recognize our own unhelpful thought 

patterns

• “Talk Back” to your unhelpful thoughts to 

break the cycle

• Focus on what is in your control versus out 

of your control



Did We Meet Our 

Objectives? 
Do you now have a better understanding of:

- How our thoughts contribute to our stress 

levels?

- How to identify unhelpful thought patterns?

- Strategies to combat our unhelpful thought 

patterns?




