
Common Cognitive Distortions 

  

Which three cognitive distortions do you believe best describe your thinking? 

(1) 

(2) 

(3) 

 

 

 

 

 

Filtering. We take the negative details and magnify them 
while filtering out all positive aspects of a situation.  

 Emotional Reasoning. We believe that what we feel must 
be true automatically. If we feel anxious the situation must 
be dangerous. 

Polarized Thinking (or “Black and White” Thinking). In 
polarized thinking, things are either “black-or-white.” We 
have to be perfect or we’re a failure — there is no middle 
ground. You place people or situations in “either/or” 
categories, with no shades of gray or allowing for the 
complexity of most people and situations.  

Global Labeling & Overgeneralizing. Any time we put a 
single name or label on a person or experience, we are 
greatly underestimating its complexity – “I’m a failure”, 
“you’re a jerk”, “this is horrible.” 

Jumping to Conclusions. 1. Fortune telling/predicting 
the future – ex. predicting failure before trying, and 2. 
Mindreading – any time we project our assumptions about 
what we believe other people are thinking  

Catastrophizing. We expect disaster to strike. This is also 
referred to as “magnifying or minimizing.” We hear about a 
problem and use what if questions (e.g., “What if tragedy 
strikes?” “What if it happens to me?”). 

Shoulds. We have a list of ironclad rules about how others 
and we should behave. People who break the rules make 
us angry, and we feel guilty when we violate these rules. 
For example, “I really should exercise. I shouldn’t be so 
lazy.” Musts and oughts are also offenders. When a person 
directs should statements toward others, they often feel 
anger, frustration and resentment. 

Personalization. Personalization is a distortion where a 
person believes that everything others do or say is some 
kind of direct, personal reaction to the person. We also 
compare ourselves to others trying to determine who is 
smarter, better looking, etc. 

Control Fallacies. If we feel externally controlled, we see 
ourselves as helpless victim. For example, “I can’t exercise 
because I’m in pain.” The fallacy of internal control has us 
assuming responsibility for the pain and happiness of 
everyone around us. 

Fallacy of Fairness. We feel resentful because we think 
we know what is fair, but other people won’t agree with us. 
People who go through life applying a measuring ruler 
against every situation judging its “fairness” will often feel 
badly and negative because of it. Because life isn’t “fair” — 
things will not always work out in your favor, even when you 
think they should. 

Blaming. We hold other people responsible for our pain, or 
take the other track and blame ourselves for every problem.  

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. 

Fallacy of Change. We cannot change other people, 
people must be ready, willing, and able to change. We also 
must be our own agents of change, expecting someone 
else to fix our problems or for them to magically disappear 
is usually unrealistic. 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


