
Fundamental principles of cognitive behavioral therapy 

 

 Our feelings, thoughts, and behaviors are all 

connected 

o If you focus on negative thoughts (“I am a 

failure”) and you do not take care of yourself 

(exercise, eat healthy, socialize, have fun, or 

work towards meaningful goals) you will 

naturally feel depressed/anxious 

 We can change how we feel by changing what we do 

and think 

A good place to start is by looking at your behavior.  

 Is sleep a priority to you? Do you go to bed and get up at the same time every day? 

 Can you improve your diet? Do you eat all of the food groups every day? Do you eat out a lot? 

 Can you reduce your drug or alcohol use? Can you reduce your caffeine use? Cigarettes?  

 Do you exercise at least 20-30 minutes a day? 

We can also learn to change what we think. 

 When we have an emotional reaction about something, it is our thoughts about the situation which 

causes our emotions – this is why two people can be in the same situation and have different feelings 

 CBT is not about making you an unfeeling robot, instead it is a collection of skills for helping you 

identify when you are having an emotion reaction which is disproportionate to the situation 

 Sometimes, when people struggle with depression or anxiety, the distressed mind will play tricks on 

them. These tricks are “cognitive distortions” and they will result in people getting more distressed 

(anxious, depressed, angry, etc.) than they realistically need to be. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 CBT uses a person’s natural reasoning abilities to challenge 

distorted thoughts. In other words we can change the 

way we think by thinking about our thinking. 

 CBT emphasizes the importance of slowing down our 

thinking and avoiding just automatically accepting our 

thoughts as facts. Often our thoughts are just nonsense - 

just because you imagine a pink elephant does not make 

one appear.  

 

 

 



 

There are two main types of thoughts we will focus on: core beliefs and automatic thoughts. 

Core beliefs are large beliefs about yourself, others, and the world. For example, people who suffer 

trauma often have the core beliefs that they are unworthy of love, other people can’t be trusted, and 

the world is dangerous. Your core beliefs are like a lens that you perceive the world through, every 

assumption or interpretation you make are shaped by these core beliefs.  

 

Automatic thoughts are thoughts that are just constantly pop into your mind. They are usually in the 

form of language or images. These thoughts are often just nonsense, dramatic, and distorted. We 

seem to have these thoughts automatically and we unfortunately can get in a habit of just accepting 

these thoughts.  

 

One way we can slow down our thinking is by writing our thoughts down. We think a heck of a lot 

faster than we write, so writing helps focus. One exercise that helps us slow our thinking and assess 

the rationality of our thinking is called the four column technique. 

 

Feelings Automatic Thoughts 
Cognitive 

Distortions Rational Challenge 
  

Depressed "I'm not as good as everyone else" Global Labelling  
I might not be as good at some things as other people 

but there are many things I am reasonably good at. Just 
because I'm not perfect at everything doesn't mean that 

I'm not good at anything. 

Sad     

Tired     

      

      

Anxious 
"I'm going to lose my job, 

everything bad happens to me" 

Catastrophizing I can't tell the future, all I can do is work hard today. Also, 
plenty of good things happen to me, not every single thing in 

my life has been bad.  
Worried Over generalization 

      

In this exercise, we notice when we are distressed, identify the thoughts causing our distress, try to 

identify cognitive distortions taking place, and try to identify alternatives to our distorted thinking that 

is not distorted. 

This exercise takes practice but can be immensely helpful in regulating extreme emotions. 

 

One of the most recommended books for people who suffer from 

depression or anxiety is called Feeling Good by Dr. David Burns.  


