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Styles of Distorted Cognition
-By a weird mix of Tom Borkovec, Luc LaFreniere, & Robert Leahy-

Below are 12 common thought styles that have been found to contribute to psychopathological emotions and behaviors.  Some of them may be relevant to you, others not. Often, we are not even aware that we use these styles without careful attention to what we are saying to ourselves.  Read these over and see if you can identify examples in your own thinking or the thinking of others. We all do all of these from time to time! (Me included!)
1. Filtering


In this distortion, you only notice, remember, and/or think about certain information, disregarding the rest of the information (e.g., only focusing on negative things). Filtering is characterized by a sort of tunnel vision, looking at only some elements of a situation to the exclusion of everything else. A single detail is picked out and the whole event or situation is colored by this detail. A draftsman who was uncomfortable with criticism was praised for the quality of his recent detail drawings and asked if he could get the next job out a little quicker.  He went home depressed, having decided that his employer thought he was dawdling.  He selected only one component of the conversation to respond to.  He simply didn't hear the praise in his fear of possible deficiency.


Each person has his/her own particular tunnel to look through.  Some are hypersensitive to anything suggesting loss, and blind to any indication of gain.  For others, the slightest possibility of danger sticks out like a barb in a scene that is otherwise warm with contentment (i.e., overly focused on possible harm). People with depression select elements suggesting loss from their environment, those prone to anxiety select threat, and those who frequently feel angry select evidence of injustice.


The process of remembering can also be very selective.  From our entire history and stock of experience, we may habitually remember only certain kinds of events.  As a result, we may review our past and reexperience memories that characteristically leave us angry, anxious, worried, or depressed.


By the very process of filtering we often end up magnifying and "awfulizing" our thoughts.  When we pull negative things out of context, isolated from all the good experiences around us, we make them larger and more awful than they really are.  The end result is that all our fears, losses, and irritations become exaggerated in importance because they fill our awareness to the exclusion of everything else.  Key words for this kind of filtering are "terrible...awful...disgusting...horrendous," and so on.  A key phrase is "I can't stand it."


Discounting the Positive is a form of filtering where we never allow ourselves to factor positive information in to our conclusions. Only negative evidence is examined or allowed. The positive elements of a situation are diminished or ignored. We consider them trivial, meaningless, or less worthy of our consideration. Sometimes discounting the positive is just a matter of attention: We have lost the ability to even notice the positive factors for some reason or another (like in a depressive episode or when under a lot of stress).
2. Polarized Thinking


Polarized thinking takes a complex situation or trait and splits it into two categories. This type of thinking is oversimplifying something into “black or white” without any grey in the middle. It can also be “all or nothing thinking”: “I’m either a total success or a total failure.” You view events or people (or yourself) in all or nothing terms: “It was a complete waste of time” or “I get rejected by everyone.” The hallmark of this distortion is an insistence on dichotomous choices: We tend to perceive everything at the extremes, with very little room for a middle ground.  People and things are good or bad, wonderful or horrible. But of course, no one is all bad or all good—our behaviors are complex and often changing based on context and over time. This type of thinking creates a black and white world, and because we miss all the nuances of gray. Our reactions to events tend swing from one emotional extreme to another, because we only see things in either/or ways.  The greatest danger in polarized thinking is its impact on how we judge ourselves.  If we aren't perfect or brilliant, then we must be a failure or an imbecile.  There is no room for mistakes or mediocrity. The complexity of a situation is disregarded. Things of a continuous scale--on a gradient from “less” up to “more”—are oversimplified into two either/or categories. It’s like if psychologists only used two extreme categories for intelligence when doing intelligence assessments. Rather than assessing a full range of varying IQ points in different domains of intelligence (processing speed, verbal/language ability, etc.), we only split people into “dumb dumbs” and “smarties.”
A charter bus driver told himself he was a real loser when he took the wrong freeway exit and had to drive several miles out of his way. One mistake and he believed he was incompetent and worthless. A single parent with three children was determined to be strong and "in charge."  The moment she felt tired or slightly anxious, she began thinking of herself as weak, felt disgusted with herself, and criticized herself in conversations with friends.

3. Overgeneralization


In this distortion we make a broad, generalized conclusion based on a single incident or piece of evidence. One slipped stitch means "I'll never learn how to sew." A rejection on the dance floor means "Nobody would ever want to dance with me."  We get a few low grades and conclude “I’m dumb” or “I’m not smart enough for the job I want.” If we got sick on a train once, we never take a train again for fear that feeling will always be likely. If the last time our partner took a business trip s/he was late coming home, we expect him or her to always return late. Blanket statements fit into this category.

This distortion inevitably leads to a more and more restricted life. Overgeneralizations are often couched in the form of absolute statements, as if there were some immutable law that governs and limits our chances for happiness.  We are overgeneralizing when we absolutely conclude that "Nobody loves me...I'll never be able to trust anyone again...I will always be sad...I could never get a better job...No one would stay my friend if they really knew me."  Our conclusion is based on a few pieces of evidence and carefully ignores everything we know about ourself to the contrary.  Cue words that indicate we may be overgeneralizing are all, every, none, never, always, everybody, and nobody.

4. Global Labeling


With global labeling, you assign global negative traits or descriptions to yourself and others. You “label” yourself or others with an overall descriptor—as though it were true at all times in all situations. For example, “I’m undesirable” or “She’s a narcissist.” Our supermarket stocks “rotten food” at “rip-off” prices.  The person who refused to give us a lift home is a “total jerk.” A quiet guy on a date is labeled a “dull clam.”  Our boss is a “gutless imbecile.”


Each of these labels may contain a grain of truth in some contexts at some times.  Yet it generalizes one or two qualities into a global judgment.  The label ignores all contrary evidence, making our view of the world stereotyped and one-dimensional. As you’re probably picking up, global labeling is a form of overgeneralizing. We overgeneralize one or a few behaviors into overall labels of a person. Yet people are much more complex than any label can ever hold.
5. Emotional Reasoning


You let your feelings guide your interpretation of reality: “I feel depressed, therefore my marriage must not be working out.” At the root of this distortion is the belief that what we feel must be true. If we feel like a loser, then we must be a loser. If we feel guilty, then we must have done something wrong.  If we feel ugly, then we must be ugly.  If we feel angry, someone must have taken advantage of us. If you feel anxious or worried, there must be some real threat present. We listen to our feelings and vague senses without examining comprehensive evidence (or when we don’t have any evidence either way). 


With emotional reasoning, all the negative things we feel about our self and others “must” be true because they feel true. Sometimes we may not believe we have any evidence or way to know how to make sense of situation, so we can turn to these unfounded feelings as guides. Often this is not better than simply saying, “I don’t have enough data to make a conclusion yet, but I’ll keep examining it.” The problem with emotional reasoning is that emotions by themselves have no validity. Feelings are products of either 1) what we think or 2) past conditioned associations (that may not be relevant). If we have distorted thoughts and beliefs, our emotions will simply reflect those distortions. Always believing the emotions/feelings resulting from your thoughts is like believing everything we see on the internet. The source may not be very good. Alternatively, we may have had certain feelings conditioned to certain cues in the past—that old cue then brings up the feeling in the here-and-now. Yet that doesn’t mean those feelings are currently relevant at all in the new situation. In the past, an ex-boyfriend’s silence may have been associated with thoughts and feelings that he is angry or frustrated with you. The “cue” of silence from your new boyfriend may lead you to have a vague sense that he’s angry with you. Yet that feeling may have no relevance to the new boyfriend or your new context. Emotions can be really important sources of information or “clues” to the truth of our world. Yet they need to be critically examined like any other piece of information. We should try to determine their source (thought, cue, etc.) and the quality of that source. Are your emotions coming from some “propaganda website” in your belief system with no fact checking and an extreme agenda? It’s healthy to be aware of our emotions and take what they seem to “say” into account. Yet it’s unhealthy to treat these emotions, feelings, and senses like certainties, “gospel,” or unquestionable truths.

6. Mind Reading


Mind reading is assuming we know what people think without having sufficient evidence of their thoughts. When we mind read we make snap judgments about others:  "He's just acting that way because he's jealous...she's with you for your money...he's afraid to show he cares."  There's no evidence, but it just seems or feels right (feeling as fact).  In most instances, mind readers make assumptions about how other people are feeling and what motivates them.  For example, we may conclude, "He visited her three times last week because he was (a) in love, (b) angry at his old girlfriend and knew she'd find out, (c) depressed and on the rebound, (d) afraid of being alone again."  We can take our choice, but acting on any of these arbitrary conclusions may be disastrous without solid evidence.


As mind readers, we also make assumptions about how people are reacting to things around them, particularly how they are reacting to us. "This close he sees how unattractive I am... she thinks I'm really immature... they're getting ready to fire me."  These assumptions are usually untested.  They are born of intuition, hunches, vague misgivings, or one or two past experiences, but they are nevertheless believed.


Mind reading often depends on two processes. The first is a process called simulation. We often imagine that people feel or think the same way we do and react to things the same way we do. We use our own expected thoughts or feelings in a situation to “simulate” how other may feel. Therefore, we don't watch or listen closely enough to notice that they are actually often different.  If we get angry when someone is late, we imagine everyone acts that way.  If we feel excruciatingly sensitive to rejection, we expect most people to feel the same.  If we are very judgmental about particular habits and traits, we assume others share our belief.  Mind readers often jump to conclusions that are true for them without checking whether they are true for the other person.


The second process is sort of like the “old school” psychology concept of transference. We “transfer” the way certain people may have thought about us in the past to our exptations for new people in the future.  Patterns, perceptions, and expectations from old relationships get “copied and pasted” onto new relationships—even when they’re flat-out wrong. Our expectations for how new people we encounter in life think about us are shaped for how people in former, older relationships acted toward us. If your mother was always criticizing you and judging you as a child, you may think everyone around you is judging you as an adult. If your friends in middle school never took you seriously, you may assume your adult friends are never taking you seriously. 

7. Catastrophizing


Here you believe that what has or will happen will be so awful and unbearable that you won’t be able to stand it” “It was be terrible if I failed and I wouldn’t possibly be able to cope.” This one is especially relevant to worrying. We not only expect the worst when we catastrophize, but we also believe the consequences of that outcome will be awful and unmanageable. We expect the future to be bad and our ability to cope with it to be bad. If we catastrophize, we think a small leak in the sailboat means it will surely sink and we’ll die.  A contractor who gets underbid by another contractor concludes he'll never get another job.  A headache suggests that brain cancer is looming. Catastrophic thoughts often start with the words "what if." "What if I break my leg skiing?...What if they hijack my plane?...What if I get sick and have to go on disability?...What if my son starts taking drugs?"  The list is endless. Unfortunately, there are often no limits to a really fertile catastrophic imagination.

8. Personalization


Personalization is the tendency to relate everything around us to oneself. In this distortion, you’re assuming a situation is about you when there may be many other factors involved unrelated to you. For example, a somewhat depressed mother blames herself when she sees any sadness in her children.  A recently married man thinks that every time his wife talks about tiredness, she means she is tired of him or tired because of him. A man whose wife complains about rising prices hears the complaints as attacks on his abilities as a stereotypical “breadwinner.”

Unfair comparison is a type of personalization. You compare yourself to others in a way that disadvantages yourself or is based on an unrealistic standard of comparison. A major aspect of personalization is the habit of continually comparing oneself to other people:  "He plays piano so much better than I do...I'm not smart enough to go with this friend group...She knows herself a lot better than I do...He feels things so deeply while I'm dead inside...I'm the slowest person in the office...He's dumb (and I'm smart)...I'm better looking...They listen to her but not to me."  The opportunities for comparison never end. You can always find a way to short change yourself if you just “look” in the right direction—someone is always seeming to be doing better at something (because you’re not perfect, just like everybody else!).  We see our faults much more clearly than we see others. Often we only see other people’s “highlight reels” but we know all of our own personal garbage and faulty points. The underlying assumption here is that our worth is questionable.  We are therefore continually forced to test our value as a person by measuring ourselves against others.  If we come out better, we have a moment's relief.  If we come up short, you feel diminished.


A common basic thinking error in personalization is that we interpret each experience, each conversation, each look as a clue to our worth and value. But most situations are not actually relevant for determining our worth and value—at least not in a way that is fair, objective, and comprehensive.
9. Blaming


When blaming, you hold other people responsible as if they were the sole cause or blame yourself for every problem or reversal. Every outcome has multiple, often complex causes to it. In any situation, multiple factors contribute to what happened or is happening. This includes factors for all the people involved to some extent. When we blame, we place all of that attribution of “cause” onto one person. There's often such relief in knowing who's to blame.  If we are suffering, someone must be responsible.  We're lonely, hurt, or frightened and someone provoked those feelings.  A man got angry because his wife suggested he build the fence he'd been meaning to put up.  She ought to have known how tired he was--she was being totally insensitive.  The problem was that he expected her to be clairvoyant, to read his mind, when it was his responsibility to inform her of his fatigue and say no.


Blaming often involves making someone else responsible for choices and decisions that are actually our own responsibility.  A woman blamed the butcher for selling hamburger that was always full of fat.  But it was really her problem:  she could have paid more for leaner meat, or gone to a different butcher.  In blame systems, somebody is always doing it to us and we have no responsibility to assert our needs, say no, or go elsewhere for what we want.


Some people focus blame exclusively on themselves.  They beat themselves up constantly for being incompetent, insensitive, stupid, too emotional, etc.  They are always ready to be wrong.  One woman felt she had spoiled her husband's entire evening when she caused a fifteen minute delay in getting to a party.  Later when the party broke up early she decided that she had bored everybody.

10. Shoulds


This distortion is about making claims about how we or things “should” be, often forcefully following those “should.” In this distortion, we operate from a list of inflexible rules about how we and other people should act. We must do X, have to be like Y, and ought to follow the suggestion Z. We view these rules as absolutely right and indisputable. Any deviation from our particular values or standards is seen has bad.  As a result, we are often in the position of judging and finding fault. We do this with both with ourselves and with others. Should examples for Self: “I should be pursuing a more llucrative career.”; “I must do everything right all the time”; “I have to act a certain way with her.” Should examples toward Others: “They don't act right and they don't think right.” “They have unacceptable traits, habits, and opinions.” “They should know the rules and they should follow them.”  A woman who loved her wife ought to take her to the country and then out to eat in a nice place.  The fact that she didn't want to go meant that she "only thought about herself." Alternatively, one husband felt that his wife “should want to watch all the Star Wars movies with him.”

Cue words indicating the presence of this distortion are should, ought, or must.


Not only are other people being judged, but we are also making ourselves suffer with shoulds.  We feel compelled to do something, or be a certain way, but never bother to ask objectively if it really makes sense.  The famous psychiatrist Karen Horney called this the "tyranny of shoulds." The famous cognitive psychotherapist Albert Ellis called it “must-erbation.”
Here is a list of some of the most common and unreasonable shoulds:

- I should be the epitome of generosity, consideration, dignity,

  courage, unselfishness.

- I should be the perfect lover, friend, parent, teacher, student,

  spouse.  Notice how often this one may underlie your worries.

- I should be able to endure any hardship with equanimity.

- I should be able to find a quick solution to every problem.

- I should never feel hurt, I should always be happy and serene.

- I should know, understand, and foresee everything.

- I should always be spontaneous and at the same time I should always

  control my feelings.

- I should never feel certain emotions, such as anger or jealousy.

- I should love my children equally.

- I should never make mistakes.

- My emotions should be constant--once I feel love I should always

  feel love.

- I should be totally self-reliant.
- I should assert myself and at the same time I should never hurt

  anybody else.

- I should never be tired or get sick.

- I should always be at peak efficiency.

11.  Control Fallacies


There are two ways we can distort our sense of power and control.  We can see ourself as helpless and externally controlled, or as omnipotent and responsible for everything and everyone around us. In truth, how much control we have in any given situation strongly differs based on the situation. We often do not have as much control as we think we do over some things, but have more control over some other things than we believe we do. With psychopathology, people often do not believe they have control over things which they really do. Yet they often believe they do have control over things they actually don’t. This can cross over with should in a crucial way: People with psychopathology often believe they should have control over relatively uncontrollable things, like automatic emotions, thoughts, wishes, and sensations. Yet they don’t have such control.

Regularly feeling externally controlled keeps us stuck.  We don't believe we can really affect the basic shape of our life, let alone make any difference in the world.  Everywhere we look we see evidence of human helplessness. Someone or something else is responsible for our pain, our loss, and our failure.  They did it to us.  We find it difficult to strive for solutions because they probably wouldn't work anyway.  An extreme example of this fallacy is the person who walks through skid row wearing three diamond rings and a $500 watch. He feels helpless and resentful when he gets mugged.  He can't imagine how he had anything to do with it. He was the passive victim. The truth of the matter is that we are constantly making decisions, and that every decision affects our lives. In some way, we are responsible for nearly everything that happens to us.


The opposite of the fallacy of external control is the fallacy of omnipotent control.  If we experience this distortion, we feel responsible for everything and everybody. Its as though be believe we can control or manage everything—which is humanly impossible. We carry the world on our shoulders. We believe everyone at work depends on us. We think we are responsible for many people's happiness. Any neglect on our part may leave them lonely, rejected, lost, or frightened.  We have to right all wrongs, fill every need, and balm each hurt.  And if we don't, we feel guilty. Problematic caretaking often comes from this belief: “I must take care of this person or the worst will happen for them.” “Omnipotence” beliefs often depend on three elements: A sensitivity to the needs of people around us, an exaggerated belief in our power to fill those needs, and the expectation that we, and not they, are responsible for filling those needs.  This one is also very relevant to worrying, because worry often occurs when we feel we need to control the future and almost everything that might happen in the future.  But—of course—this is not possible.

12.  Fallacy of Fairness


These types of thoughts are all about making claims about what is “fair” when there is no clearly outlined objective standard of fairness. This distorted thinking style hinges on the application of legal and contractual rules to the vagaries of interpersonal relations.  The trouble is that two people seldom agree on what fairness is, and there is no court, final arbiter, or “law of relationships” to help them.  In relationships, fairness is often a subjective assessment of how much of what one expected, needed, or hoped for has been provided by the other person.  Fairness is so conveniently defined, so temptingly self-serving, that each person gets locked into his or her own point of view. The result is a sense of living in the war trenches and a feeling of ever-growing resentment. “This isn’t fair!” is associated with anger and irritabililty. 


The fallacy of fairness is often expressed in conditional assumptions: "If she loved me, she'd do the dishes...if he loved me, he'd help me to orgasm...if this was a real marriage, she'd hike with me and learn to like it...if he cared at all, he'd come home right after work...if they valued my work here, they'd get me a nicer desk."


It's tempting to make assumptions about how things would change if people were only fair or really valued us.  But the other person hardly ever sees it that way and we end up causing ourself a lot of pain.

