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The enclosed techniques and procedures were developed
with materials from a workbook of cognitive behavior
techniques titled ‘Thoughts & Feelings’ and written by
Matthew McKay, Martha Davis and Patrick Fanning. The
workbook was published by New Harbinger Publications,
Inc. In 1997. 
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Technique #3  Changing Distressing Thoughts

Clinical Prompt

The beginning of any technique starts with a trusting relationship with
the child. Since this is the third technique in the protocols, the
Mentor should have established a sanctioned and helping relationship.
If this does not feel comfortable, talk to your Clinical Supervisor about
the situation and consider what of the following actions to take.

This is an alternative technique which will require a great deal of
thought and writing. The writing may be done by you. 

• review special considerations
• photocopy the Thought & Evidence Journal
• select the most distressing [trigger] thought from the original

thought journal
• identify evidence to support the thought
• uncover evidence against the thought

- ask the ten key questions
- record the answers

• write out alternative thoughts
• re-rate mood
• record and save alternative thoughts on three by five cards
• visualize/expose trigger and alternative thoughts
• create an action plan

Forms & Charts

Thought & Evidence Journal CBM#03-001

Materials

3’ by 5’ cards
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Technique #3 Changing Distressing Thoughts

Introduction

If the previous techniques worked well for the client, this
technique may not be necessary. This is an alternative approach
based on evidence gathering and analysis that provides a
powerful weapon against reflex thoughts. To be used in
conjunction with, "Perceiving Automatic Thoughts."  It will teach
the child skills to do three things: (1) identify the evidence that
supports distressing (or trigger) thoughts, (2) uncover evidence
that contradicts these distressing thoughts, and (3) synthesize
what has been learned into a healthier, more realistic perspective. 

Gathering evidence on both sides of the question is crucial to
reaching a clearer, more objective understanding of the
experience.  Perhaps a word should be said about How we know
what we know. According to Gilovich [1991], once we suspect
that a phenomenon exists, we generally have little trouble
explaining why it exists or what it means. We are extraordinarily
good at ad hoc explanations. 

To live, it seems, is to explain, to justify, and to find
coherence among diverse outcomes, characteristics, and
causes. 

Once a person has (mis)identified a random pattern as ‘real
phenomenon, it will not exist as puzzling, isolated fact about the
world. Rather, it is quickly explained and readily integrated into
the person’s pre-existing theories and beliefs. These theories,
furthermore, then serve to bias the person’s evaluation of new
information in such a way that the initial belief becomes solidly
entrenched. 
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But that is not the end of the difficulty. Gilovich goes on to
explain that people implicitly confuse necessary and
sufficient evidence. 

The most likely reason for excessive influence of confirmatory
information is that it is easier to deal with cognitively. People
exhibit a parallel tendency to focus on positive or confirming
instances when they gather, rather than simply evaluate,
information relevant to a given belief or hypothesis. When trying
to assess whether a belief is valid, people tend to seek out
information that would potentially confirm the belief, over
information that might disconfirm it. 

No feature of human judgement and reasoning illustrates the
trade-off of advantage and disadvantage better than the
tendency for our expectations, preconceptions and prior beliefs to
influence our interpretation of new information.  If a belief has
received a lifetime of support, it is perfectly justified to be
skeptical of an observation or report that calls the belief into
question, but to readily accept evidence that supports its validity. 

Equally important is the foundation on which a person’s pre-
existing beliefs and theories rest. We are justified in allowing our
beliefs and theories to influence our assessment of new
information in direct proportion to how plausible and well-
substantiated they are in the first place. 

Well supported beliefs and theories have earned a bit of inertia
and should not be easily modified or abandoned because of
isolated antagonistic ‘facts’. 

Without this ability to use context and expectations to ‘go
beyond the information given’, we would be unintelligent in the
same way that computers with superior computational capacity
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are unintelligent. 

The caveat is how plausible and well substantiated the thoughts,
attitudes and beliefs are in the first place. Unfortunately we often
have not considered our own thought about vital issues for some
time. Since such thoughts have been with us for a long time they
are habituated, and nonconscious.

Albert Ellis (Ellis and Harper 1961) was the first to develop a
method (rational-emotive therapy) to evaluate evidence for and
against key beliefs. But by assuming that distressing thoughts
are always irrational, and focusing mostly on the evidence against
them, his approach may not always feel objective. It also may
alienate children who have solid evidence to support certain
thoughts. Christine Padesky (Greenberger and Padesky 1995),
building on Beck (1976) and Ellis's work, developed the strategies
for gathering and analyzing evidence used in this technique.
Padesky doesn't assume that distressing thoughts are totally
irrational. She focuses instead on looking at all the evidence and
working toward a balanced position. 

Symptom Effectiveness 

Thought Journals have been used effectively to treat depression,
anxiety, and related problems. Numerous studies over the past
twenty years demonstrate the usefulness of this technique.

Time for Mastery

Using the Thought and Evidence Journal can make significant
changes in the child’s moods in as little as one week. However, it
will take from two to twelve weeks to consolidate some of these
changes, allowing the new, more balanced thoughts to gain
strength through repetition.
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Instructions

Photocopy the blank Thought and Evidence Journal so you can
have a supply of pages to use whenever you need one.

Step 1: Select a Distressing Thought.

Return to the Thought Journal that the child began keeping earlier
to select a ‘trigger’ thought from their record of reflex thoughts.
Help the child choose a thought that impacted their mood either
because of its power or frequency.  Have the child rate each
thought on a scale (0-100) that measures how strongly it
contributed to their painful feelings. Have them circle the thought
with the highest score - that's the ‘trigger’ thought you'll work on
first.

Step 2: Identify Evidence that Supports Trigger Thought.

Now have the child write down the experiences and the facts that
would appear to support their distressing thought. This is not the
place to have them put their feelings, impressions, assumptions
about the reactions of others, or unsupported beliefs.  In the
column marked ‘Evidence For’, insist that the child stay with the
objective facts. Confine them to exactly what was said, what was
done, how many times, and so on. While it's important to stick
with the facts, it's also important to acknowledge all the past and
present evidence that supports and verifies the trigger thought.

Don’t include conjectures, assumptions, or a ‘feeling’.  Confine
the child to the facts and an objective description of events.

Step 3: Uncover Evidence against Trigger Thoughts.
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The child will probably find this to be the hardest part of the
technique. It's easy to think of things that support your
distressing thought,. but s/he will often draw a blank when it's
time to explore evidence against it. They will most likely need
some help.

To assist the child in the search for evidence against trigger
thought, there are ten key questions you need to ask. Go
through all ten questions for every trigger thought you are
analyzing - each of them will help the child explore new ways of
thinking.

Ten Key Questions

1. Is there an alternative interpretation of the situation, other
than your trigger thought?

2. Is the trigger thought really accurate, or is it an
overgeneralization? Is it true that (the situation) means (the
trigger thought)?

3. Are there exceptions to the generalizations made by the
trigger thought?

4. Are there balancing realities that might soften negative
aspects of the situation?

5. What are the likely consequences and outcomes of the
situation? This question helps the child differentiate what
they fear might happen from what they can reasonably
expect will happen.

6. Are there experiences from the client’s past that would lead
them to a conclusion other than the trigger thought?
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Identify positive experiences.

7. Are there objective facts that would contradict items in the
‘Evidence For’ column? Are there facts at odds with this
interpretation?

8. What are the real odds that what the client fears happening
in the situation will actually occur?  Help the child think like a
bookmaker. Are the odds 1 in 2, 1 in 50, 1 in 1,000,1 in
500,000? Think of all the people right now in this same
situation; how many of them end up facing the catastrophic
outcome that the clients fears?

9. Does the child have the social or problem-solving skills to
handle the situation differently? If not, can you teach them
these skills or is there a place that they can learn the skills?

10. Could the child, with your help, create a plan to change the
situation? Is there someone that they know who they think
might deal with this differently? What would that person do? 

Have the child write on a separate piece of paper the answers to
all of the questions relevant to their trigger thought. Or, if that is
not feasible, write the responses down as you discuss with them
these questions. It may take some thinking: to find exceptions to
the generalization created by the trigger thought; to think
objectively about the odds of something catastrophic happening;
or to recall balancing realities that give them confidence and hope
in the face of problems. The Mentor should support the child in
working through these problems, intervening only to be
supportive. The work the child puts into this step in the
evidence-gathering process will directly impact their ability to
challenge trigger thoughts.
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The child may find it particularly useful to look for objective facts
that either counterbalanced or contradicted each item in the
‘Evidence For’ column.  S/he should keep asking him/herself,
"What in my experience balances out this piece of evidence?" and
"What objective facts contradict this piece of evidence?"

Step 4: Write the Alternative Thoughts.

Have the child read over both columns slowly and carefully. S/he
should not try to deny or ignore evidence on either side. Now
have him/her write new, balanced thoughts that incorporate what
has been learned from the gathered evidence. In the balanced
thoughts it's OK for the child to acknowledge important items in
the ‘Evidence For’ column, but it's equally important for them to
summarize the main things learned in the ‘Evidence Against’
column. If s/he is failing in all classes, this may support the belief
that s/he is ‘stupid’. On the other hand, the manner in which s/he
is able to get along with other kids who get good grades; or the
fact that s/he is able to do certain other skills outside of school;
or the fact that his/her parents rely on him/her for certain chores
might indicate otherwise. 

Synthesizing statements don't have to be long. But they do need
to summarize the main points on both sides of the question.
Don't be afraid to have the child restate the ‘Balanced or
Alternative Thoughts’ several times until the statement feels
strong and convincing.  For example, “I don’t do well in school,
but I seem to be able to operate outside of school very
competently” may do it for you, but may require rewording to suit
the child.

When you and they are satisfied with the accuracy of what has
been written, have the child rate the belief in this new balanced
thought as a percentage ranging from 0 to 100. If the child
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doesn't believe the new thought is more than 60 percent
convincing, s/he should revise it further - perhaps detailing more
items from the ‘Evidence Against’ column. It's also possible that
the evidence gathered isn't yet convincing enough, and you and
the client will need to work further on developing ideas for the
‘Evidence Against’ column. 

If the child is capable, you may want to suggest that the child get
the book ‘Innumeracy’ by Palos from the library to check what
he has to say about logic and statistical chance. This is not a
math book per se, and will not be intimidating to math phobics.
But it does give some examples of clearly bad evaluations of the
chances of catastrophe. 

Step 5: Re-rate Mood.

As part of the Thought Journal, the client has identified a painful
feeling and rated its intensity on a 0-to-100 scale.  Now s/he
should rate the intensity of that same feeling again to see if
anything has changed now that s/he has gathered evidence and
developed a new balanced thought. Seeing his/her mood change
can be a strong reinforcement for doing the evidence work in the
Thought and Evidence Journal. In the space of just a few minutes
the child can successfully confront powerful trigger thoughts and
make positive changes in how s/he feels.

Step 6: Record and Save Alternative Thoughts.

Encourage the child to record what s/he has learned each time
they complete the process of examining evidence and developing
balanced or alternative thoughts. Have them put this information
on three-by-five file cards that they can keep with them and read
whenever they wish. On one side of the file card, have them write
a description of the problem situation and the trigger thought. On
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the opposite side of the card they should write the alternative or
balanced thought. Over time, they will create a number of these
cards. They can be a resource to remind them of new, healthier
thoughts when upsetting circumstances might induce them to
forget them.

Step 7: Practice Rational Thoughts.

The child can use the completed file cards in a simple exercise that
will give them practice with balanced thoughts. Have them start
by reading the side of the card that describes the trigger situation
and the trigger thought. Work at helping them form a clear
visualization of the situation. Have them picture the scene; see
the shapes and colors, be aware of who is there and what they
look like. Hear the voices and other sounds that are part of the
trigger scene. Notice the temperature. Notice if they are touching
anything, and what it feels like.

When the image of the scene is very clear, have the child read
their trigger thought. Try to get them to focus on it to the point
of having an emotional reaction. When s/he can picture the scene
clearly and feel some of the emotions that go with it, have
him/her turn the card over and read the balanced thoughts. S/he
should think of the balanced thoughts while continuing to
visualize the scene, and continue to pair the balanced thoughts
and the scene until the emotional reaction subsides.

This visualization/exposure technique may take some
practice for the child in order to allow themselves to feel
the emotions, particularly if the trigger thought is powerful.
Assure them that you are able to help them deal with these
emotions. 
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Action Plan

Return the child’s attention to the ‘Evidence Against’ column in
the Thought and Evidence Journal.  Look for an item that involves
using coping skills or implementing a plan to handle the situation
differently. Have the child circle the item(s) that suggest a plan of
action. In a workbook space, have the child write three specific
steps they could take to implement their action plan in the
problem situation.

Special Considerations

1. If the child has more than one main trigger thought, have
them do a separate Thought and Evidence Journal for each
trigger thought.

2. If the child has difficulty developing alterative interpretations
to the trigger thought, have them imagine how a friend or
some objective observer might look at the situation.

3. If the child has difficulty identifying exceptions, have them
think of times when they have been in the target situation
without anything negative happening. Or perhaps when s/he
experienced something positive. Ask - Was there a time
when you handled the situation particularly well? Were you
ever praised in the situation?

4. If the child has difficulty remembering objective facts
contrary to items in the ‘Evidence For’ column, suggest that
they might enlist a friend or family member to help them.

5. If the child has difficulty assessing odds of a dangerous
outcome, make an estimate of all the times in the last year
someone in the United States has been in this same
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situation. How many times has the feared catastrophe
occurred?

6. If the child has difficulty making an action plan, have them
imagine how a very competent friend or acquaintance would
handle the same situation. What would s/he do, say, or try
that might create a different outcome?

7. If the child has difficulty writing out these exercises, you can
discuss with them and write the thoughts they give you. If
you choose to do this, you must be very careful to make
them do the work in terms of thinking about and coming up
with the material which is to be written. You should write
exactly what they say and then read it back to them for
confirmation before you dispute it. 

What if, the unlikely occurs. The child has a negative thought
which is very distressing, but turns out to be true?  Several
approaches can be considered: skill building, reframing or
acceptance. Sometimes, we simply need to accept that we have a
deficit. This is not the whole of the self nor of the world; but it is
true. But this truth does not need to offend us. It is not the
presence of the circumstances, but rather the interpretation of
the circumstances that are important. Christopher Reeves went
from being Superman to being unable to walk. But he has found a
way to accept this negative fact and avoids the double negative of
being both unable to walk and depressed. So to can you. 
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