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We all have lots of thoughts that 

go through our minds everyday. 

While many are helpful, some can 

be irrational and unhelpful.  Many 

are not even true.

It’s not that your brain is purposely 

lying to you, it’s just that it may 

have developed some faulty or 

non-helpful connections over time.

These are cognitive distortions, 

and they come in many forms. 

There are many ways our thoughts 

may be sabotaging us. 

Cognitive distortions are biased 

perspectives we take on ourselves 

and the world around us. They are 

irrational thoughts and beliefs that 

we unknowingly reinforce over 

time, and then they become our 

automatic thoughts.

We must build awareness of these 
automatic negative thoughts -
what they are, and when they 
happen, and what effect they 
have, before we can examine and 
challenge and replace them with 
healthy thinking. 

You can take control of your 

thinking and moods and behaviors 

if you put in the work! 

Don’t believe 

everything 

you are thinking

Automatic Negative Thoughts (ANTs) are: 

Involuntary/automatic. You don’t decide to think these 
thoughts, but they’ve become hardwired over time and 
lurk and linger, controlling your moods and behavior, 
controlling the quality of your life. Without deliberate 
awareness you may not even realize you’re having them.  

Irrational These thoughts are generally distorted, irrational 
and illogical.

Enemies These negative thoughts appear to protect you 
from discomfort by persuading you to practice self 
sabotaging behaviors - like avoidance of something it has 
decided is a hazard or danger (socializing! a new career! 
opportunities! new relationships! ) - or ‘attack as a 
proactive defense’ (often a defense against an imaginary 
slight), and so on . . . But actually, they just stop you living 
an exciting happy life! 

Some examples of automatic negative thoughts:  
I can’t cope • Applying for jobs is a waste of time, there are 

no jobs. • I have nothing to offer anyone. • I’m a failure. Again. 

• I’m a bad person • Everything is just too hard. • I’m stupid. •

My problems will never go away. • No one really cares what 

happens to me. • Nothing will ever work out for me. • There is 

nothing to look forward to. • I’m not ready to do things right now, 

maybe in a few months. • I can’t do anything right. • What’s the 

point anyway? • I should have taken care of this a long time 

ago, it’s too late now. • This craziness will never go away.

Spring 2020 | 2

This booklet is part of a series of workshops and education 

organized by the Crown Heights Jewish Community Council 

under a grant by the New York City Council Domestic Violence 

Initiative awarded by Council Member Matthieu Eugene.



To Ponder…
What messes us up 

most in life is 

the picture in our head 

of how 

it’s supposed to be.

Positive people also 

have negative thoughts. 

They just don’t let 

those thoughts 

control them.

90% of our problems 

are caused by

our own thoughts..

What CONSUMES 

your mind, 

CONTROLS

your life.

Your thoughts carry you 

wherever you want to go. 

Weak thoughts 

don’t have the energy 

to carry you far!

Change your thoughts, 

and you 

change your world.

If you can’t do 

anything about it, 

don’t worry about it.

Never give 

a negative thought 

an inch

or it will take a mile.

Do not allow 

negative thoughts 

to enter your mind 

for they are the weeds 

that strangle confidence.

Once you replace 

negative thoughts 

with positive ones, 

you’ll start having 

positive results.
- Willie nelson

Destroy negative thoughts 

when they first appear. 

This is when 

they’re the weakest.
- Songide Makwa
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Challenge your negative thoughts

WHAT IS THE EVIDENCE? 
1. Am I confusing a thought with a fact? Just because you believe something to 

be true does not necessarily mean that it is. What does the evidence 
say: for it? against it? Could you be misinterpreting the evidence? Are 
you possibly basing this thought on feelings instead of facts?

Where did this thought come from? From someone else?; are they 
truly reliable? Are you having this thought out of habit, or do the facts 
really support it?

2. Am I jumping to conclusions? Are you making assumptions/ inferences, or 

trying to interpret the situation without all the evidence? Are you  

looking at all the evidence or just those that support your thought 

(bias)?

WHAT ALTERNATIVES ARE THERE? 
3. Am I assuming my view of things is the only one possible? Might other people 

have different interpretations of the situation; what are those? Is this 

thought a likely scenario, or a worst-case scenario?

WHAT IS THE EFFECT OF THINKING THE WAY I DO? 
4. What do you want for life? What are your goals? Do you want to be happy 

and get the most out of life? Is the way you are thinking now helping 

you to achieve this, or is it standing in the way of what you want? 

5. What are the advantages and disadvantages of thinking this way? (cost-benefit 

analysis) Many distorted thought patterns do have some pay off – that 

is what keeps them going. Some degree of worry may be helpful in 

motivating you to prepare. Too much, on the other hand, may 

paralyze you and become a self-fulfilling prophecy. And some 

things, no matter how much you worry about them, you don’t 

have any control over.

What is this thought costing you? What are the benefits of this 

thought? Rate how important each is to you. Do the disadvantages 

outweigh the advantages? If so, you can think of a new way of looking 

at things which will give you the advantages, but avoid the 

disadvantages of the old way. 

6. Am I asking questions that have no answers? Questions like “How can I undo 

the past?” “Why am I not different?”, “What is the meaning of my 

life?”, “Why does this always happen to me?”, “Why is life so unfair?” 

Brooding over questions like these is a guaranteed way to sabotage 

yourself. If you can turn them into answerable questions, so much the 

better. If not, don’t waste time on them. 

By questioning 

your own 

thoughts, 

you can 

correct your 

own thinking.

Rumination is when we 

continually over-think past 

mistakes and shortcomings 

in a judgmental and overly-

negative way. “I have this 

problem, which I can solve if I 

just keep thinking about it.”

Unless you’re actively 

attempting to solve a problem 

– most ruminations are 

pointless and filled 

with negative thinking.

If worry is irrational thinking 

about the future, rumination 

is irrational thinking about 

the past.
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7. Am I thinking in all-or-nothing terms? 

Nearly everything is relative. 
People, for instance, are not usually 
all good or all bad. They are a 
mixture of the two. Are you 
applying this kind of black-and-
white thinking to yourself?

8. Am I using absolute words in my thinking? 

Watch out for words like 
always/never, everyone/none, 
everything/nothing. The chances 
are that the situation is actually less 
clear-cut than that. Mostly it’s a 
case of sometimes, some people 
and some things.

9. Am I condemning myself as a total person 

on the basis of a single event? Are you 
making a blanket judgement based 
on a single aspect of your life?

10. Am I concentrating on my weakness and 

forgetting my strengths? Are you 
overlooking the problems that you 
have handled successfully in the 
past? How have you coped with 
similar difficulties in the past?  (You 
obviously have handled your 
problems well enough; after all, you 
are still around.)

WHAT THINKING ERRORS AM I MAKING? 

The way we talk to ourselves can have a resounding impact on our self esteem, overall mood 
and general well-being. 

Negative thought Associated 

emotion when 

saying thought 

aloud

Evidence that does 

not support the 

thought

Alternative 

thought* 

Associated 

emotion when 

saying thought 

aloud

I’ll never get a good 

job.

Sadness

Hopelessness

I have a strong work 

ethic.  I have a good 

sense of judgement.

It may take time, but 

I will find a good job.

Hopefulness

Empowered

*If you cannot think of an alternative thought, you might think about how your friend might frame the situation for you.

It’s important to remind 

yourself that the worst-case 

scenario is only one of 

many possible outcomes. 

It can be helpful to also think 

about the best-case 

scenario.  Finally, after 

identifying the extremes, 

consider what the most 

likely scenario is. Usually 

our minds drift toward the 

more extreme potential 

outcomes, when in reality, 

the extremes happen less 

often. 

What are you predicting 

will happen, and what is 

the likelihood it will 

actually happen?

Whatever the situation, 

consider what it is that you 

are really most afraid of. 

Oftentimes, just 

specifically identifying 

what we fear can help us 

realize our anxiety may be 

unfounded. 

Once you identify the 

perceived threat, make 

some evidence-based 

predictions about how 

likely the threat is. How 

many times have you 

experienced this worst-

case scenario before? 

What might be steps you 

could take to reduce the 

likelihood of your fear 

coming true? How could 

you influence the outcome 

more in your favor? Given 

the situation you fear, is 

this a plausible outcome? 

If the worst-case were to 

happen, what would you 

do to cope with it?  You 

will probably come up with 

a solution that could work. 

And you will likely learn 

from the situation and 

grow as a person.

Thinking about worse case scenarios.
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WHAT THINKING ERRORS AM I MAKING? 

11. Am I blaming myself for something which is not really my fault? While 

some reflection can be helpful, this kind of self-blame is not 
justifiable. Do you reflexively default to self-blame whenever 
things go wrong?

12. Am I taking something personally which has little or nothing to do with me? 

Are you assuming assume personal responsibility for events 
over which you have little or no control?

13. Am I expecting myself to be perfect? It is simply not possible to get 

everything right all the time. 

14. Am I using a double standard? You may be expecting more of 

yourself than you would of another person. How would you 
react to someone else in your situation? Would you be so hard 
on them? Be as kind to yourself as you would to someone else. 

15. Am I paying attention only to the black side of things? Are you, for 

instance, focusing on everything that has gone wrong during 
the day, and forgetting or discounting things you have enjoyed 
or achieved? 

16. Am I exaggerating the importance of events? What difference does this 

particular event really make in the scope of your whole life? 
What will you make of it in a week, a year, 10 years? Will 
anyone else remember what you now see as a terrible thing 
today? If you do, will you feel the same way about it? Probably 
not. 

17. Am I overestimating the chances of disaster? How likely is it that what 

you expect will really happen? Is there really nothing you can 
do to change the course of events? 

18. Am I fretting about the way things ought to be, instead of accepting and 

dealing with them as they are? Are you living by ‘fixed rules’ and not 
accepting reality?  (using words like ‘ought’, ‘should’, ‘must’ 
and ‘can’t’)

19. Am I assuming I can do nothing to change my situation? Pessimism makes 

you give up before you even start. You can’t know that there is 
no solution to your problems until you try. Is the way you are 
thinking helping you to find answers, or is it making you turn 
down possible solutions without even giving them a go?

20. Am I predicting the future instead of experimenting with it? The fact that 

you have acted in a certain way in the past does not mean to 
say that you have to do so in the future. If you predict the 
future, instead of trying something different, you are cutting 
yourself off from the chance of change. Change may be 
difficult, but it is not impossible.

Be kind to yourself
Learn better ways of facing 
whatever happens.  
Some quick & easy  ideas.

Override.  Reset. Recalibrate.
“This is a negative thought. I’ll 
observe it but not engage, as it will 
quickly flee.”

Perspective matters.
“I’ve been here before and I’ve 
overcome. I can do this again.”

I will do my best and it will be 
enough 
Done is better than perfect.

Yes … and
Two opposites can be true at the same 

time. “Yes, I made that mistake 
AND I am generally quite capable.”

The BUT twist
Add the word ‘BUT’ to your negative 

thought! “I am scared to do this 
BUT … I know I can handle it.”

Different lens
Try on a different lens or way of looking 

at the situation. “If I were to look at 
the situation positively, how is it 
different?”

How do I want to feel?
Change your thoughts to more positive 

and your emotions will match. “If I 
want to be hopeful, I must change 
my thoughts to more hopeful ones.”
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. 
All or nothing. Black & white thinking; Everything is either good or bad. 

Look for the ‘gray’ areas. 

This is the end of my job. → I may have to do more training.

Focusing on the negative. Seeing only negatives in situations that have many positives, 

disqualifying the positives. 

Look for positive aspects - even if you have to be creative to find them. 

The day is ruined. → This is not how I expected it, but wow, what a story I will have to tell 

later.

Thinking with your feelings. Relying on how you feel to make decisions, rather than 

staying objective. (Emotional reasoning: If I feel this way, then it must be true.)

When you have a strong negative feeling check it out. Think about your thinking. 

I feel like a failure. → I may not be good at that, but I have so many other strengths 

in different areas.

I feel like they are sick of seeing me.  →What else might be going on that they can’t 

see me today?

Labeling. Calling yourself (or someone else) names. Separate the action from the person. 

Be kind to yourself. 

I’m so stupid. →What I did was not one of my best moves.

Absolute thinking.  Thinking in absolute terms (always, never, everyone, no one, etc.) 

Thinking something that happened will “always” repeat itself or that you will “never” get what you 

want. Look for examples that disprove these thoughts. 

They are always putting me down.  → I can think of times when they appreciated my input.

No one will ever call me.  → I have had many people call in the past.

Guilt Beatings. Beating yourself up with guilt, using words like should, ought, must, or 

have to. Accept what can’t be changed. And if it can be changed, work toward that.

I should do …→ I wish I could …

I must spend more time doing …  → In the ideal world, I would be able to …

I ought to …. → It would be so wonderful if I could…

Fortune Telling. Predicting the worst possible outcome in a situation. When you predict bad 

things, you may inadvertently help make them happen (self-fulfilling prophecy). Think about what 

it takes for the worst-case scenario to actually come true.  How plausible is that after all?

I am going to fail at this, and then [something bad] will happen. → Even if I don’t do this 

well, how likely is that scenario going to happen?

Mind Reading. Believing you know what others are thinking even when they haven’t told you. 

Seek clarification before making assumptions.

They are mad at me and that is why they did that. → I really don’t know what is going on in 

their mind. 

ANTs: Automatic negative thoughts

Types of Automatic Negative Thoughts and how you might address them

“I have 
known a 
great many 
troubles, 
but most of 
them never 
happened.” 
Attributed to Mark Twain
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. Blaming. Blaming someone else for your problems. Recognize your role in the situation and 

take responsibility. 

It wasn’t my fault that …  That wouldn’t have happened if you would have…  → It’s so much 

easier to push the blame, but I do have a role in this. 

If only you had done [something different] it would not have happened.  → Things just happen

and there doesn’t have to be someone to push the blame on.

Personalizing. Believing events Inserting  personal meaning into the situation, including self-blame. Think of other 

possible reasons why the event happened that don’t have to 

do with you.

They are doing that because I did … → It just may be that they are having a bad day. I wonder what is going on 

for them.

It’s my fault that this didn’t work out. → There are many factors involved here, I am just a part of the picture.

ANTs: Automatic negative thoughts

Over-generalization. Coming to a general 

conclusion based on a single incident or a single piece of 

evidence. If something bad happens just once, you 

expect it to happen over and over again. Remind 

yourself that this is a single incident.

I messed up this interview, I will never get a job. 

→ OK, that didn’t go so well. Onto the next.

Over-reacting. Responding to an incident more 

strongly than is necessary or appropriate. Focus on the 

big picture in life.  

My friend hasn’t answered my text in 3 hours. 

That’s it, we are over. → I wonder why she 

hasn’t yet answered. It could be one of so many 

reasons.

Unrealistic expectations. Expectations that are 

not sensible or likely to actually play out exactly as you 

envision them. Reflect on the effect of the 

expectation: “Does [the expectation] help me be who I 

want to be? Does it help me go where I want to go?”

I have to get this perfect. Nothing less is good 

enough.→ I will do my best.

The event has to go without a hitch.→ I expect 

and accept that something won’t go 

exactly as planned, I wonder which one it 

will be?

Magnification. Exaggerating the importance of your 

problems or shortcomings, or minimizing the importance 

of your desirable qualities. Or catastrophizing a situation. 

Remind yourself that unpleasant experiences — not 

having things go as you want — are an inevitable 

part of life. 

Since I can’t pay this bill, my credit rating will go 

down the tubes and I’ll lose the house.→

This is a tough time, we will get over it somehow.

Double standards. Applying a different set of 

standards for yourself and others.  Be fair and kind to 

yourself.

It may be good enough for them, but I hold 

myself to higher standards. → I need to be kind 

to myself too.

Comparisons. Noticing the difference between 

yourself and others (in this case, putting yourself at the 

lower side).  Remind yourself that everyone has 

flaws, limitations and weaknesses, and that most 

people only show off the highlights of their lives.

I wish I was as [whatever] as that person. →

I am pretty awesome in [these] ways, even 

if I don’t have [whatever].

It seems like that person has it all together. →

No one has a perfect life; I may not know their 

limitations, but they have some.

And a few others…

The ANT model has been developed by Dr. Daniel G. Amen
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Automatic Negative 

Thought

Alternative Thinking/ Positive Thought Type of ANT

I made a mistake and 
now I’ve ruined 
everything. 

I am aware of my mistake and it is upsetting to me 
which means it is important too me. I will learn from 
this about how to do this differently next time.

All or nothing 

I’m a failure; I may as 
well give up.

I should have done 
better.

I learned that this way doesn’t work for me. I’m 
making progress, I just need to find a way that does 
work.

I wish I did better, but I did give it a good try.

Focusing on the 

negative 

I feel like no one likes 
me; I’m never coming 
back here.

I am new here and having a hard time meeting new 
people.

Thinking with your 

feelings 

I’m weak. 

I’m so stupid.

I am human.  This is an area that I need to 
strengthen.

I made a mistake that I will learn from.

Labeling 

Things always go wrong.

Things never work out.

This didn’t go so well. Next time will be better.

More often than I’d like, things don’t work exactly as 
I had hoped.

Absolute thinking  

I can’t stand it.

This should not be 
happening.

I don’t like it, but I’ll deal.

This had to happen – since it did happen.

Catastrophizing

Reframing automatic negative thoughts (ANTs)

You made a mistake or something didn’t pan out as you had envisioned.

So you have an initial (negative) thought. “I am a failure.”  This brings on negative 
and sabotaging emotions such as sadness and hopelessness. 

However, if you challenged those thoughts, you’d have a different outcome. “I am 
hard on myself. I don’t always succeed, but there are many times that I do.”  

Then, using the new framing of the situation, you can have more positive and 
realistic thoughts such as, “I don’t have to be best at everything”, “I’m going to work 
through this - like I always do”, “I am new at this; I haven’t mastered it yet.”  These 
foster more positive and encouraging emotions like hopefulness and 
empowerment.
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It is helpful to recognize what type of negative thought you are dealing with, 

so you can address your thoughts in a more focused way.



Start small. Pick a particular area that you want to 
really work through; don’t try to reframe 
everything, every time.  This takes practice.

When you realize that you are thinking a negative 
thought:

1. Hit the pause button and ask yourself “What is 
going on here?” 

2. Identify the trigger. What brought on the initial 
distressing emotions and thoughts.

3. Name the type of negative thought, and the 
emotions it brings up for you.

4. Challenge the thought.  What is the evidence 
that disproves the thought? (ex: “I really don’t 
know what is going on in her mind.)

5. Come up with alternative possibilities, and as 
applicable, evidence to support these.  (ex: “I 
have overcome this before.”)

6. Reframe it to a positive thought and notice what 
emotions you are now feeling.

By identifying and reframing these habitual ways of negative thinking, you can not only 

start to feel better in the moment but in the long-run, you can train your minds to think 

about the world in a more realistic and balanced way.

you can do this…
CONFIDENCE VS FEAR
• When we act from FEAR we are being 

REACTIVE.

• When we act from CONFIDENCE, we are being 
PROACTIVE.

• Confidence is possible… for everyone… in 
every situation.  It comes from within.

• Courage is doing even when you are in ‘scared’ 
mode.  This gets results, which builds your 
confidence and courage. In a virtuous circle.

your turn…

the thought

trigger

type

challenge

alternatives

reframe

Keep a thought journal
Actually writing rather than thinking will help you see 

your words and solidify your new way of thinking.

Spring 2020 | 10


