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Identifying and challenging 
cognitions and beliefs 
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Why are my thoughts important? 
 

Whether we realise it or not we think all day long. It has been estimated that an average person has 

around 70000 thoughts every day. Many of these thoughts help us feel confident about ourselves as 

we move through the world; but some do not. What’s more, thoughts can be heavily affected by other 

things in life, like our emotions and our physical states.   

 

For example, when people feel frightened or unhappy parts of the brain stop working and thoughts 

can become unbalanced.  In this scenario thoughts can be said to be inaccurate or unhelpful. Realising 

that some thoughts may be wrong is an important step towards more healthy thinking styles. 

 

The first step in learning how to challenge your thoughts is to learn how to identify them.   

 

 

How do thoughts interact with emotions, behaviours and the body? 

 

In CBT four things are seen as capturing how a person functions on a daily basis.  These are thoughts, 

emotions, behaviours and physiology.  We obviously think, feel and behave all the time but we also 

have a physical system, a physiology, which underpins these activities.   

 

These four factors do not exist independently of each other; they function as part of a system.  This 

system can be pictorially represented in the form of a ‘donut’ shape, as shown below.         

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 Emotion 

Environment 
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A maintenance cycle is a way of looking at how what we do affects our feelings and thoughts, and how 

the way we think can affect the way we feel and behave. The maintenance cycle shows how the way 

we think, feel and behave are linked. If we have thoughts that are critical it can make us sad and upset, 

and we might start to feel bad about ourselves.  

 

If we feel bad about ourselves we might start to think that we are worthless, and that other people do 

not like us. This might cause us to stay away from people because we think that they don’t like us, and 

therefore we could become isolated. This cycle continues because isolating ourselves may lead to 

further feelings of loneliness and low self-esteem. 

 

The interactions between these factors are not always things we are consciously aware of.  As an 

example, after gaming you will most likely experience particular thoughts, feelings and bodily 

sensations, which work together to influence what actions you decide to take next.  

 

Challenging beliefs 

Most of the time we walk around unaware that our thoughts are narrating everything that’s 

happening. We are focused on what we’re doing, what happened yesterday or what’s happening later. 

If you can spot unhelpful thoughts you then have the option to challenge and question them. Your goal 

here is to view your thoughts as simply words or ideas being given to you by some character in your 

brain. Each of us has “an inner critic” that sits in the corner of our mind that tries to bully us with 

unhelpful negative messages. The best thing we can do is to learn to recognise that those messages 

come from the critic, not from your true self. Beliefs take time to change. This means you will have to 

keep challenging those beliefs and introduce new, more helpful beliefs to focus your energy on.  

 

Behaviour Thought 

Physiology 
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Core beliefs 

In the first few years of life, we develop core beliefs that guide how we understand ourselves, other 

people and the world. Core beliefs develop early in life and are usually shaped by significant events. 

For example if a child is punished whenever he makes a mistake, he might develop the core belief “I 

am a failure” or “I am bad”. Throughout life he might work hard to be prefect at everything-or 

alternatively give up easily if he is afraid he won’t do well. 

Core beliefs are stored unconsciously and have been engrained so deeply in our minds for so long that 

we tend to assume that they are the absolute truth. This makes it hard to see when core beliefs are 

not accurate or to change them.  
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Strategies for taking the sting out of thoughts 
 

 

• Practice saying “my mind is telling me that……..” in front of the 
upsetting thought 

• Say the first word of the thought over and over, 30 times. 
Notice how it starts to sound like gibberish. Do this with each 
word in the thought until it all sounds like nonsense.  

• Pick a cartoon character with a goofy voice and say that the 
thought to yourself in that characters voice. 

• Sing the thought to the tune of your favourite song 
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Homework for this session:  
 
 

  
Complete the diary including thoughts column  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


