
THINK, THINK, THINK…. 
DO I HAVE DISTORTED THINKING PATTERNS? 

Presented by: 

Mark McDonald, MS, CRADC 



Are you Human? 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ccIt-qRQBoI 





OBJECTIVES? 
• Becoming mindful of these common cognitive distortions will 

help you understand yourself and other people better, and 
improve your decision making. 

• Are we open to changing what we think? 

• Explore why we should think about our thinking? 

• Examine the implications of your thoughts and beliefs. 

• Adaptive or mal-adaptive 
 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/basics/decision-making


WHAT IT IS ALL ABOUT! 

• Cognitive Schemas, or thought structures, are an individual's core 
beliefs and perceptions.  

• They contain thoughts about others and the world; our memories, goals, 
ideas, and everything we’ve learned from our own individual experience.  

• However, our cognitive schemas are not perfect as we all tend to think 
erroneously or in extremes...  
• these tendencies are intensified in trauma victims,  
• in people who suffer from personality disorders or have a substance abuse 

problem and  
• in children - young and old - raised in less-than-functional or alcoholic 

families.  



THESE COGNITIVE ERRORS OR 
COGNITIVE DISTORTIONS OFTEN TRY TO:  

 • condone,  

• deny,  

• justify,  

• excuse,  

• minimize,  

• rationalize,  

• or otherwise support unhealthy behavior.  

They impact our emotional state and                      
behavior, thus interfering with healthy                              
and appropriate communication.  



“Within each of us there is an Owl, a Rabbit, an Eeyore, and a Pooh. For too 
long, we have chosen the way of Owl and Rabbit. Now, like Eeyore, we 
complain about the results. But that accomplishes nothing. If we are smart, we 
will choose the way of Pooh. As if from far away, it calls to us with the 
voice of a child's mind. It may be hard to hear at times, but it is important just 
the same, because without it, we will never find our way through the forest.”  
― Benjamin Hoff, The Tao of  Pooh  

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/27397.Benjamin_Hoff
http://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/55188




  

HOW IT WORKS:  
 

Basically, when our thinking patterns are less than accurate, they become 
automatic negative thoughts (ANTS).  

 

•Learning to recognize them, increases our ability to actively change them.  

•Thoughts, feelings and behavior re intertwined and co-occurring.  

•When we change/recognize our inaccurate thoughts we also change our 
emotions and behaviors.  

 



      THE BRAIN’S 
DECEPTIVE NATURE 

• Many of the automatic thoughts that pop into our minds are distorted in 
some way.  Perhaps they are unrealistically negative or leave out relevant 
information.  The result of these distorted cognitions is typically a negative 
shift in mood.  Can you think of a recent event that caused an automatic 
thought to pop into your mind (e.g., “Stupid” or “I’m a failure”)? 

• We have these automatic thoughts so frequently that it is easy not to notice 
them at all.  What we usually do notice is that we are suddenly feeling sad, 
angry, or anxious.   

• The challenge here is to learn how to identify common cognitive distortions, 
begin to challenge them appropriately, and start replacing them with 
thoughts more based in reality. 

 



Implicit or Explicit 

How many of  you here have the following characteristics: 

 ARE YOU…         DO YOU HAVE… 

• Biased         Logical Fallacies 

• Prejudiced         Flawed memories 

• Assuming         Heuristics-mental shortcuts 

• Believing         Premises 

• Gullible         Defended beliefs 

• Objective         Confirmation Bias 

• Subjective         Change Blindness 

 

 



WHY IS OUR DECEPTIVE BRAIN 
DANGEROUS? 

The human brain is capable of 1016 processes per second, which makes it far 
more powerful than any computer currently in existence.  

• But that doesn't mean our brains don't have major limitations.  

• The lowly calculator can do math thousands of times better than we can, and  

• our memories are often less than useless — plus,  

• we're subject to cognitive biases, those annoying glitches in our thinking that 
cause us to make questionable decisions and reach erroneous conclusions.  

http://www.frc.ri.cmu.edu/~hpm/book97/ch3/retina.comment.html
http://www.frc.ri.cmu.edu/~hpm/book97/ch3/retina.comment.html
http://www.frc.ri.cmu.edu/~hpm/book97/ch3/retina.comment.html
http://www.frc.ri.cmu.edu/~hpm/book97/ch3/retina.comment.html


• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PKffm2uI4dk 



Thinking Patterns 

Adaptive or Maladaptive? 



Black-and-white thinking 

When you’re thinking in black-and-white, you see everything in terms of  being either good or bad with 
nothing in between. For example: either you’re great, or you’re a loser; If  you don’t look like a model, you 
must be ugly; if  you do something wrong, then you are completely bad. 

The challenge: Look for shades of  gray 
It’s important to avoid thinking about things in terms of  extremes. Most things aren’t black-and-white, 
but somewhere in-between. Just because something isn’t completely perfect doesn’t mean that it’s a total 
disaster. 

Ask yourself: 

• Is it really so bad, or am I seeing things in black-and-white? 

• How else can I think about the situation? 

• Am I taking an extreme view? 

 



ALL-OR-NOTHING THINKING 

(a.k.a. Black-And-White Thinking, Absolutistic, Dichotomous Thinking, Polarized 
Thinking) – The tendency to place all experiences in one of two opposite, 
extreme categories; black or white, flawless or defective, saint or sinner, good or 
bad, etc. - Example-You have to be perfect or you're a failure. Characteristics of 
black-and-white type thinking:  

• An insistence on dichotomous choices.  

• All-or-nothing thinkers often use words like "always" and "never" when describing 
things. “I always get bad reviews!” “My mother never listens to me!”   

• Perceiving everything at the extremes, with very little room for a middle ground.  If 
your performance falls short of perfect, you see yourself as a total failure.  

• Polarized thinking has an impact on how you erroneously judge yourself and others 
because, in reality, life comes in all shades of grey.  



Unreal ideal 

Another common thinking error is to make unfair comparisons between certain 
individuals and yourself. When you do this, you compare yourself  with people who have 
a specific advantage in some area. Making unfair comparisons can leave you feeling 
inadequate. 

The challenge: Stop making unfair comparisons 
Ask yourself: 

• Am I comparing myself  with people who have a particular advantage? 

• Am I making fair comparisons? 

 



FILTERING 
When you filter, first you hone in on the negative aspects of your situation. 
Then you ignore or dismiss all the positive aspects. 

 

The challenge: Consider the whole picture 
 

Ask yourself: 

• Am I looking at the negatives, while ignoring the positives? 

• Is there a more balanced way to look at this situation? 

 



MENTAL FILTERING 

• (a.k.a. Filtering, Cognitive Bias) - Filtering refers to the habit of ignoring available information 
to fit a particular pre-conceived notion about an event or a person. It refers to picking out 
an event and focusing exclusively on a detail or on part of it so that reality becomes 
negatively (or sometimes conveniently positively) distorted. It is like dropping black ink into a 
glass of water: a single drop can discolors an entire glass. Conversely, it is as if you were 
looking at a bad habit (i.e. smoking) with rose-colored lenses and ignoring deleterious 
consequences. Characteristics of Filtering:  

•  Filtering out the positive to dwell on the negative part of life or an individual. We pick on a 
single negative detail and dwell on it.   

• Making predictions about what will happen to us in the future based on little information 
because we have excluded important facts.  

We take the negative details and magnify them while 

filtering out all positive aspects of a situation. For 

instance, a person may pick out a single, unpleasant 

detail and dwell on it exclusively so that their vision 

of reality becomes darkened or distorted. 



MENTAL FILTERING (CONT…) 

• Taking things out of context and not looking at the whole picture.  

• Filtering has an impact on a person's decision-making abilities. One can 
make the wrong decision because his thoughts are not reality-based.(i.e. 
An alcoholic in denial will continue drinking as she/he is ignoring the 
consequences of drinking). 

• When a person pulls negative things out of context, isolated from the whole 
facts or experiences, problem tend to appear larger and more awful than 
they really are. In this case, the cognitive bias is called 
"catastrophizing".  This may lead to anxiety and depression. 



PERSONALIZING: THE SELF-BLAME 
GAME 

When you personalize, you blame yourself for anything that goes wrong, 
even when it’s not your fault or responsibility. 

The challenge: Find all the causes 
Ask yourself: 

• Am I really to blame? Is this all about me? 

• What other explanations might there be for this situation? 

 





MIND-READING 
We often think we know what other people are thinking. We assume that 
others are focused on our faults and weaknesses—but this is often wrong! 
Remember: your worst critic is probably you. 

The challenge: Don’t assume you know what others are thinking 
Ask yourself: 

• What is the evidence?  

• How do I know what other people are thinking? 

• Just because I assume something, does that mean I’m right? 

 



ASSUMING 

This thinking error is also sometimes called “mind reading.” We use this thinking error when we 
believe that we know how others think or feel. Rather than checking the facts by asking how 
someone feels, we assume that we know by doing what we want based on our assumptions. For 
example, we assume that invading someone’s personal boundaries will be okay because we 
have invaded those people’s personal boundaries before. “I’m the counselor and if he/she wants 
to get better they need to break down those barriers”.-therapist) 
 
We also use this thinking error when we do not inform our employer that we are unable to attend 
work, by assuming that will be okay because it was, “for a good reason.” The counselor spends a 
great deal of time assuming what others think, what others feel, what others are doing. He or she 
uses this assumption in service of whatever confronting behavior they decide to engage in.  
 
The consumer assumes that other people do not like and are judging him. This gives him an 
excuse to blow up, be angry or rob, cheat, hurt, not pay taxes, or any other thing that he has in 
mind. Assuming takes place every day and the antisocial makes assumptions about whatever he 
wishes in order to support his antisocial behavior.  
 



MIND READING 

• Assuming that one knows what other people are thinking, without checking 
out the accuracy of the thoughts. It often accompanied by other ANTS 
(automatic negative thoughts) in this list.  

Characteristics of mind reading:  

• Insistence on “knowing” what people are feeling & why they act the way 
they do without having sufficient evidence of their thoughts.  

• Being able to divine how people are feeling toward you. Assuming that 
people think negatively of you.  

• Having a sense that one has special knowledge of the intentions or 
thoughts of others.  

• Projecting your own thinking and feelings into others:  



MIND READING 

• Imagining that people feel the same way you do.  

• Imagining or expecting that people will react to things the same way you 
do.  

• Basically, mind readers jump to conclusions that are true for them, without 
checking whether they are true for the other person.  

• As a result, mind readers often do not ask nor listen carefully enough to 
notice that other people may be actually different.  

 

 



FORTUNE TELLER ERROR 

• a.k.a. Fortunetelling - Believing that you can predict a future outcome, while ignoring other 
possibilities. Having inflexible expectations for how things will turn out before they happen. The 
characteristics of fortunetelling are similar to those of mind-reading and catastrophizing:  

• Anticipating  that things will turn out badly and  

• Feeling convinced that this prediction is an already-established fact.   

• Believing that you can predict a future outcome, while ignoring other alternatives Examples: 1) 
I’m going to be poor and penniless. 2) I’m going to have a panic attack if I go out in public.  

• Having a sense that one has special knowledge how things will turn out..  

• Projecting your own thinking and feelings into others:.  

• Basically, fortunetellers jump to conclusions about the future that is, in reality, unpredictable.  

• As a result, they do not always engage in critical thinking nor do they enquire about other 
possible outcomes.  



CONFIRMATION BIAS 

We love to agree with people who agree with us. It's why we only visit websites that 

express our political opinions, and why we mostly hang around people who hold similar 

views and tastes.  

We tend to be put off by individuals, groups, and news sources that make us feel 

uncomfortable or insecure about our views — what the behavioral psychologist B. F. 

Skinner called cognitive dissonance.  

It's this preferential mode of behavior that leads to the confirmation bias —                       

the often unconscious act of referencing only those perspectives that fuel                          

our pre-existing views, while at the same time ignoring or dismissing                           

opinions — no matter how valid — that threaten our world view.  

And paradoxically, the internet has only made this tendency even worse. 

http://www.amazon.ca/Theory-Cognitive-Dissonance-Leon-Festinger/dp/0804709114/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1357742528&sr=8-1




OBSERVATIONAL SELECTION BIAS 
This is that effect of suddenly noticing things we didn't notice that much before — but 

we wrongly assume that the frequency has increased. A perfect example is what 

happens after we buy a new car and we inexplicably start to see the same car 

virtually everywhere. A similar effect happens to pregnant women who suddenly 

notice a lot of other pregnant women around them. Or it could be a unique number or 

song. It's not that these things are appearing more frequently, it's that we've (for 

whatever reason) selected the item in our mind, and in turn, are noticing it more often. 

Trouble is, most people don't recognize this as a selection bias, and actually believe 

these items or events are happening with increased frequency — which can be a very 

disconcerting feeling. It's also a cognitive bias that contributes to the feeling that the 

appearance of certain things or events couldn't possibly be a coincidence (even 

though it is). 



WHAT IS A COGNITIVE BIAS? 
MENTAL MISTAKES AND ERRORS 

• When we are making judgments and decisions about the world around us, 
we like to think that we are objective, logical, and capable of taking in and 
evaluating all the information that is available to us. The reality is, however, 
that our judgments and decisions are often riddled with errors and 
influenced by a wide variety of biases. The human brain is both remarkable 
and powerful, but certainly subject to limitations. One type of fundamental 
limitation on human thinking is known as a cognitive bias. 

 

 

 



COGNITIVE BIAS 

• A cognitive bias is a type of error in thinking that occurs when people are processing 
and interpreting information in the world around them. Cognitive biases are often a 
result of our attempt to simplify information processing. They are rules of thumb that 
help us make sense of the world and reach decisions with relative speed. 
Unfortunately, these biases sometimes trip us up, leading to poor decisions and bad 
judgments. 

• Cognitive biases can be caused by a number of different things. Heuristics, or 
mental shortcuts, can often lead to such errors. Social pressures, individual 
motivations, emotions, and limits on the mind's ability to process information can also 
contribute to these biases. 

• These biases are not necessarily all bad, however. Psychologists believe that many 
of these biases serve an adaptive purpose - they allow us to reach decisions quickly. 
This can be vital if we are facing a dangerous or threatening situation. 

 

 

 



CONFABULATION 

The human mind doesn’t just see patterns where there is only randomness. It 
also freely invents reasons and explanations to “make the world make sense.” 

When we encounter random data, we see a pattern that isn’t there. And we 
explain why there should be a pattern. This can make our bad beliefs difficult 
to abandon. 



EXAGGERATING 

When things go wrong, you might have a tendency to exaggerate the 
consequences and imagine that the results will be disastrous. 

The challenge: Put it in perspective 
Ask yourself: 

• What’s the worst that can happen? 

• What’s the best that can happen? 

• What’s most likely to happen? 

• Will this matter in five years? 

• Is there anything good about the situation? 

• Is there any way to fix the situation? 

 



OVER-GENERALIZING 

Over-generalizing is a lot like exaggeration. When you over-generalize, you 
exaggerate the frequency of negative things in your life, like mistakes, 
disapproval and failures. Typically you might think to yourself: I always make 
mistakes, or everyone thinks I’m stupid. 

The challenge: Be specific 
Ask yourself: 

• Am I over-generalizing? 

• What are the facts?  

• What are my interpretations? 

 





FACT VERSUS FEELING 

• Sometimes you might confuse your thoughts or feelings with reality. You 
might assume that your perceptions are correct. 

• The challenge: Stick to the facts 
Ask yourself: 

• Am I confusing my feelings with the facts? Just because I’m feeling this 
way, does that mean my perceptions are correct? 

• Am I thinking this way just because I’m feeling bad right now? 

 



LABELING 

• When you use a label, you might call yourself or other people names. 
Instead of being specific—for example, saying “That was a silly thing to do” 
—you make negative generalizations about yourself or other people by 
saying things like “I’m ugly,” or “she’s an idiot.” 

• The challenge: Judge the situation, not the person 
Ask yourself: 

• What are the facts and what are my interpretations? 

• Just because there is something that I’m not happy with, does that mean 
that it’s totally no good? 

 



‘CAN’T STAND-IT-ITIS’ 

• Some people get intolerant when they have to do things they don’t enjoy. 
They tell themselves that they “can’t stand” certain things instead of 
acknowledging that they don’t enjoy them. As a result, they easily become 
frustrated and angry. 

• The challenge: Accept that frustration is a normal part of life 
Ask yourself: 

• I don’t enjoy it, but I can stand it. 

• This is a hassle, and that’s O.K.! Life is full of hassles. 

 



THERE IS NO REALITY, ONLY 
PERCEPTIONS 

• Our thinking is the result of our own perception, judgment, experience, and 
bias. Our brain distorts reality to increase our self esteem through self-
justification. People perceive themselves readily as the origins of good 
effects and reluctantly as the origins of ill effects. We present a one sided 
view to ourselves. 

 



AWARENESS-WHAT DO WE 
MISS??? 

https://youtu.be/47LCLoidJh4?t=12 





DISQUALIFYING THE POSITIVE 

• (a.k.a. Discounting the Positive) - Transforming positive or even neutral or 
experiences into negative ones, similar to mental filtering. Characteristics of 
Discounting the Positive:  

• Rejecting positive experiences by insisting they must not be important or “don’t 
count” for some reason or the other. For example you focus on one negative trait 
instead of considering the whole person.  

• This pattern is unconsciously formed to maintain a long held belief, even when that 
belief is contradicted by everyday experiences.  

•  Not being able to look at the positive side of life can be really depressing as it 
prevents the holder of this belief to appreciate other people and the things that life 
has to offer.  

• Ignoring protective factors and focusing on deficiencies, risk, and need (diagnosis) 

 



OVERGENERALIZATION 

The pattern of drawing a general rule or conclusion on the basis of one or more isolated 
incidents and applying the concept across the board to related and unrelated situations (I 
am stupid in all of my classes, I’ll never amount to anything).  One type of generalization is 
"Labeling."  
 
Characteristics of overgeneralization:    

• Viewing one or two negative events as a never-ending pattern of defeat. . Example - 
Following a job interview a counselor does not get the job. She/he begins thinking that 
she/he will never find a job, despite past success. A person, rejected by a friend, will 
generalize and think that she/he will be rejected by the whole world.  

• Believing that something will always happen because it happened once.  

• Making conclusions based on a single event, including dwelling on the negatives while 
ignoring the positives.  

• All of the good things in life are filtered out, leaving the negatives to dwell on.  

• Overgeneralization has an impact on how a person makes decisions and how s/he judges 
the self and others.  



JUMPING TO CONCLUSIONS 

• (a.k.a. Arbitrary Inference) - Making assumptions that are not supported by the facts. Inferences individuals 
make when confronted with a negative life event: 1) inferences about the cause of the event, 2) inferences 
about the consequences of the negative event, and 3) inferences about the self. (Abramson et al., 1989.) - 
Characteristics of jumping to conclusions:  

• Making assumptions based on something a person has read, heard, or thought, without there being any 
actual evidence.  

• Taking hearsay as if it were the God-given truth.  

• Responding to a situation without having all the information.  

• Interpreting negatively an event, without checking out what really happened. 

• Insisting on being “right” even in the absence of supportive facts.  

• Professionals and physicians can also be guilty of making the wrong assumptions. A Doctor may assume the 
patient is exaggerating may and not take a legitimate complaint seriously; another may reach a diagnosis 
before having a clear understanding of all their patient’s symptoms, a counselor assumes that a consumer is 
just whining and ignores a legitimate concern. These errors in judgment can result in serious mistakes. 
 
- Three specific subtypes of the cognitive error "jumping to conclusion" are "Mind 
Reading," "The Fortune Teller  Error," and "Labeling."  
 



LET’S TALK ABOUT A FEW….  
                             THERE ARE MANY MORE… 

As a small group. 

 

Please List the thinking errors you can 
think of that you have experienced or 
observed. 





EMOTIONAL REASONING 

Believing something to be true because it feels true. Assuming that negative 
emotions necessarily reflect the way things really are: "I feel it, therefore it must be 
true."  

Two types of emotional reasoning's are: "Shoulding Yourself, Shoulding Others"  and 
"Personalization and Blame".  

Characteristics:  

• Logic and reasoning take second place to one’s own feelings.  

• Using emotions, rather than real facts, as a decision-making template or guide.  

• Carrying too far the idea that it is good to follow our “gut feeling.”  

• Focusing on "what I feel" rather than on “What is really going on here.”  
 

Aa result, the persons decision-making abilities and 
interpersonal communication are impaired.  



ALWAYS BEING RIGHT 

• We are continually on trial to prove that our opinions and actions are 
correct. Being wrong is unthinkable and we will go to any length to 
demonstrate our rightness. For example, “I don’t care how badly arguing 
with me makes you feel, I’m going to win this argument no matter what 
because I’m right.” Being right often is more important than the feelings of 
others around a person who engages in this cognitive distortion, even 
loved ones. 

 



CONTROL FALLACIES 

• If we feel externally controlled, we see ourselves as helpless a victim of 
fate. For example, “I can’t help it if the quality of the work is poor, my boss 
demanded I work overtime on it.”  

• The fallacy of internal control has us assuming responsibility for the pain and 
happiness of everyone around us. For example, “Why aren’t you happy? Is 
it because of something I did?” 

 

 



FALLACY OF CHANGE 

• We expect that other people will change to suit us if we just pressure or 
cajole them enough. We need to change people because our hopes for 
happiness seem to depend entirely on them. 

 



CONFUSION 

When using bafflement or confusion, we present ourselves as puzzled about 
a situation. We claim not to understand the question, but we reject any 
clarification of the question. When we can remain perplexed or confused 
about assignments, rules, requirements, expectations, or the facts, we do not 
have to work at meeting our obligations.  
 
If we are truly confused, we need to ask for clarification at that time. It is a 
thinking error to wait until later and claim ignorance. Sometimes we will use 
confusion by pretending to be unsure of what we did. For example; “Yes, 
wait a minute, no; I’m not sure what I said to the officer.”  
 



IT’S MINE, OR ENTITLEMENT 

Using this thinking error, we think that it is proper to take what we want.  

We tell others and ourselves: “If you don’t give me that pencil, I’ll take it.” 
Using “It’s mine” or ownership, we expect others to do what we want.  

We treat the property of others as ours, to do with as we please. To steal, to 
borrow without permission, or to vandalize, means nothing to us.  
 
For example; we borrow someone’s valuable pen. We believe we are 
entitled to keep it as long as we want, because we helped the lender with 
their mathematics. For example, we talk only about our rights, never 
considering the rights of others or our responsibility in the matter. 



PATTERNS AND ILLUSIONS 



PATTERN RECOGNITION 

Seeing patterns in your data is a good thing, 
and humans are natural pattern finders. 

 

Watson & Crick discovered the structure of 
DNA by recognizing the “fuzzy X” pattern it 
left when bombarded with X-rays. 



PATTERN RECOGNITION 

But sometimes we see patterns when 
there’s really nothing to see. 

 

Consider this famous photograph from 
1976 by the Viking I spacecraft. Look! 
A face on the surface of mars! 



PATTERN RECOGNITION 

But sometimes we see patterns when there’s 
really nothing to see. 

 But this was what we were seeing… 

 

How often do we see patterns and fill in the 
gaps and jump to conclusions?  

 Could it lead to a wrong 
diagnosis/prognosis? 



WHY DO WE SEE EXTRA PATTERNS? 

Our brains are very good at finding patterns when they exist, and this is 
important. 

 

But part of our success comes by seeing patterns everywhere, even when they 
don’t exist, including in random data. 



FINAL THOUGHTS 

• We all have a deceptive brain and cognitive bias’ and fallacies. 

• We can all benefit from thinking about our thinking 

• Although at one time those bias’ and fallacies served                                      a 
purpose-are the adaptive or maladaptive for us now. 

• Whether you think you can or can’t. You’re right!                                       Henry 

Ford                                                                  




