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This mini 7 - step self - help course includes  an intr oduction  to  techniques 
which could be useful for all, but professional help should be sought for 

complex or long -standing problems.   The course  is, with many other 
additional resources,  also available online at w ww.getselfhelp.co.uk   
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Cognitive Behaviour Therapy -  h ow it can help  

Cognitive Behaviour Therapy is a form of psychotherapy that talks about  

¶ How you think about yourself, the world and other people  
¶ How what you do affects your thoughts and feelings  

 

CBT can help you to change how you think ("Cognitive") an d what you do 
("Behaviour)". These changes can help you to feel better. Unlike some of the 

other talking treatments, it focuses on the "here and now" problems and 
difficulties.  Whilst it is often useful to discuss the past and understand how our 

pasts hav e influenced our lives and how problems have arisen, CBT mostly 
focuses on looking for ways to improve your mental wellbeing now.  

CBT says that it's not the event which causes our emotions, but how we 
interpret that event -  what we think or what meaning we  give that event or 

situation.  

 

For instance, if someone you know passes you in the street without 
acknowledging you, you can interpret it several ways.   You might think they 

don't want to know you because no -one likes you (which may lead you to feel 
depressed), your thought may be that you hope they don't stop to talk to you, 

because you won't know what to say and they'll think you're boring and stupid 
(anxie ty), you may th ink theyôre being deliberate ly snotty (leading to anger) .  

A heal thier response might be that they  just didn't see you.  

Another example may be someone who's depressed might wake up in the 

morning and think:   "This is going to be another awfu l day", "I'm going to 
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mess up again", or "What's the point of anything?", which will make them feel 
even more depressed (feelings), and may  prompt them to pull the covers over 

their head and stay in bed (behaviours).   It's very likely that this will increa se 

their negative thoughts, which in turn will increase the feelings of depression, 
and make them even less likely to get out of bed.   A vicious cycle is the result 

-  continuing to think and act the same way will help maintain our depression 
(diagram below ).  

 

A vicious cycle of Anxiety might look something like this:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

         © Carol Vivyan 2009 -2010       www.get.gg  

4 

CBT can h elp you to break these vicious cy cles of negative thinking, feelings 
and behaviour. When you see the parts of the vicious cy cle clearly, you can 

change them -  and therefore change the way you feel.  It can also be useful to 

look at the way our thoughts and feelings affect our bodies, and the physical 
sensations we can experience  

Different emotions are often associated with parti cular types of thoughts:  

 

CBT aims to get you to a point where you can "do it yourself", and work out 

your own ways of tackling problems.   CBT has often been described as guided 

self -help, and this self -help course will help you learn how CBT  can help  you .  

  The following self -help steps will enable you, with or without the help of a 
therapist or mental health professional, to gain some useful insights and begin 

to address and work through your problems.  

There are many more resources available on the website H  

www.get.gg H 

www.getselfhelp.co.uk  
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Step 1  

Identifying Thoughts, Feelings & Behaviours  

Now we can start to lo ok at what's helping to keep your  problems going.  

 

Let's use a recent example, when you've been distressed -  perhaps something 
has happened in the past week or so when you've felt particularly anxious, 
angry, or depressed.    

 

What was the situation?  What  happened?   When did it happen?   What else 

was going on?   Was it a situation that you often find yourself 

in?   Who were you with?  

  

 

 

  

  

What thoughts or images went through your mind just 

before or during that time?   What disturbed you? If you had 
that  thought, what did that mean to you, or what did that say 

about you or the situation?   If your thought was a question, try  to 
answer it.  
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 What distressing emotion/s did you feel?   What else?  

E.g. Anger, anxiety, terror, rage, depression, frustratio n, guilt, 
shame, irritable.....  

 

 

 

 

What did you notice in your body?  

E.g. In anxiety and anger (and excitement) the body's adrenaline can 
result in us feeling  physical sensations which can include :   heart 

pounding or racing, palpitations, rapid breathing , difficulty breathing, 

light -headed, dizzy, shaky, sweaty, hot, red, pins & needles, tense or 
sore muscles, urge to go to the toilet, butterflies in the tummy, warm 

uncomfortable feeling in the abdomen or chest, difficulty concentrating, lump 
in throat.    This is the fight & flight response -  the body's survival mechanism 

which helps us escape or to stand up to the threat at times of real danger.   
The body is unable to differentiate between a real or imagined danger, so the 

alarm signal is pressed and acti vated regardless.  

In depression, we can feel tired, lethargic, exhausted, experience appetite and 
sleep changes, aches and pains, headaches, digestive changes (e.g. 

constipation), agitation and feel unable to settle, experience lack of interest in 

sex, and  have slow movement or speech.  
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What did you do?   What didn't you do?   How did you cope?    

Examples include:  

(Anxiety):   Stayed home, left wherever you wer e or felt the urge 

to leave, didnôt talk to anyone, avoid ed eye contact, fiddle d with 
a pen, sat in a corner, didnôt go out, chose to shop at less busy 

times, went to local corner shop instead of the big supermarket, 
distracted yourself ( TV, radio, kept busy etc), urge to go (or 

went) to toilet, looked for reassurance, drank more, smoked more,  ate more 

(or less), disturbed sleep.  

(Depression):   Stayed in bed, pulled covers o ver your head, didn't go out,  sat 
and stared, watched television, didn't answer the phone, turned down an invite 

from a friend, didn't go to work , ate more (or less), slept more (or less), paced 
around , kept starting to do things but couldn't finish, no interest in others, no 

interest in sex, no interest in anything.  

(Anger):   shouted at someone, hit out, scream ed, had a go at someone, 

sulked, criticised others (or had  urge to do those things), used  put -downs and 
threats, bottled it up, lost control.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Practis e noticing these thoughts, feelings and behaviours -  the more 

you practi se, the more you will notice them.   The more you notice 
them, the more you will be able t o make helpful and effective changes.  

This 5 Aspects'  (of  life e xperience)  form will help you practi se.  

Photocopy  the form (or download more copies from the website) and 

write down at least  one situation every day for the next few days.  

× 5 Aspects  Form  
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Situation  
Where?  When?  Who with?  What happened?  How? 

Thoughts & Images  
What went through my mind at that time?  What disturbed me?  If I had those 

thoughts/images/memories ï what did that say or mean about me or the situation?  

Moods / Emotions  
What emotion did I feel at that time?  What else?  

How intense was that feeling? (0 ï 100%) 

Behaviours / What I did or didnôt do 
What helped me cope and get through it?  What didnôt I do or what did I avoid doing?  What 

automatic reactions did I have?  What would other people have seen me doing? 

Body / Phy sical sensations  
What did I notice in my body?  What did I feel?  Where did 

I feel it?  

5 Aspects  
of life experience  

 
Padesky 1986  
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Step 2  

Understanding the Links between Thoughts, Feelings & Behaviours  

So far, we have  looked at vicious cycles and learned how thoughts, feelings 

and behaviours are linked and each one affects the others.  

If we use the depression example from that page, we see that on waking in the 
morning, 'Dave' had thoughts that included "There's no point", and "I'll only 

mess up again".   If we think those thoughts and believe them, there is every 
chance that we are going to f eel depressed.   If we think those thoughts and 

feel depressed, then it's likely that we would be sorely tempted to pull the 
covers over our head and stay in bed.  

How does doing that affect the way Dave feels and thinks?   Hmm.   Staying in 
bed might mean tha t his thoughts get carried away and he continues to think 

that way, making him feel even worse, and even more likely to stay in bed.   A 
vicious cycle.   

 

 Depression  

Depression can happen to anyone -  and does  happen to one in four 
of us over our lifetimes.   Different factors that make it more likely to 

happen, include biological make -up, upbringing, or reaction to life 
events.   What keeps it going though, is how we deal with those 

things.   The way we think and  what we do affects the way we feel. 
Depression is often accompanied by other feelings such as guilt, shame, anger 

and anxiety.  
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Thoughts  that occur in Depression  

People who are depressed tend to think very negatively about themselves, the 
future and the wo rld around them.   It can be like seeing life through 

"gloomy specs".  

¶ Everything is hopeless -  nothing can change  
¶ I'm useless, worthless  

¶ It's all my fault  
¶ The world is a terrible place -  everything goes wrong  

We can dwell on these thoughts repeatedly, mull ing over things, asking 
ourselves why, thinking regretful things about the past, what we should or 

shouldn't have done.  

Physical Sensations  & Depression  

¶ Tiredness, fatigue, lethargy  

¶ Difficulty concentrating or remembering  
¶ Sleep changes (sleep more or less )  

¶ Eating changes (eat more or less)  
¶ Lose interest in hobbies, activities, sex  

Behaviours  & Depression  

Because of the tiredness, difficulty sleeping and eating, and negative style of 
thinking, we tend to do less and less.   We stop doing the things we used t o do 

and enjoy.   It could get so bad that we can't even go to work, or do things at 
home.   We want to stay in bed, or stay at home doing very little.   We might 

isolate ourselves from friends and family.  

  

                                                 An xiety  

Anxiety is the body's way of responding to being in danger.   

Adrenaline is rushed into our bloodstream to enable us to run 
away or fight.   This happens whether the danger is real, or 

whether we believe the danger is there when actually there is 

none .  It is the body's alarm and survival mechanism.   Primitive 
man wouldn't have survived for long without this life -saving response.   It 

works so well, that it often kicks in when it's not needed -  when the danger is 
in our heads rather than in reality.   We think we're in danger, so that's enough 

to trigger the system to go, go, go!   People who get anxious tend to get into 
scanning mode -  where they're constantly on the lookout for danger, hyper -

alert to any of the signals, and make it more likely that the a larm system will 
be activated.  
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Thoughts  that often occur in Anxiety  include our overestimating or 

exaggerating the actual threat, and underestimating or minimising our ability 
to cope:  

¶ I'm in danger right now  

¶ The worst possible scenario is going to happe n 
¶ I won't be able to cope with it  

Physical Sensations  -  The Adrenaline Response  

When there is real, or we believe there is a real, threat or danger, our bodies' 

automatic survival mechanism kicks in very quickly.   This helps energise us to 

fight or run awa y ('fight or flight response').   We will notice lots of physical 
sensations, which might include:  

¶ Heart racing -  This helps to take the blood to where it is most needed ï 
his legs so that he can run faster (flight); his arms so that he can hit out 

(FIGHT);  his lungs to increase his stamina.   At the same time blood is 
taken from the places it is not needed for example fingers, toes and 

skin.   These changes cause tingling coldness and numbness.  
¶ Breathing gets faster -  This helps the bloodstream to carry oxyge n to 

the arms, legs and lungs.   This will give him more power.   The side 
effects may include chest pain, breathlessness and a choking feeling.   As 

there is a slight drop in the blood and oxygen being sent to the brain he 
may feel dizzy or light headed, he may experience blurred vision.  

¶ Muscles tense and prepare -  The large skeletal muscles tense and 
create power, this may cause pain, aching and shaking.  

¶ Sweating -  Sweating helps to cool the muscles and the body. It helps to 

stop them from overheating.   Swea ting can also make us more slippery 
to our enemies!  

¶ Pupils dilate  -  This lets more light into his eyes so his overall vision 
improves.   Side effects may include sensitivity to light or spots before his 

eyes.  
¶ Digestive system slows down -  These are not impo rtant while in 

danger and so are slowed down then the saved energy goes to where it 
is most needed.   Side effects may include nausea, butterflies and a dry 

mouth.  
¶ More alert -  He will be concentrating on looking for danger, much less 

able to concentrate on  anything else.   He will be waiting for something to 
happen.   This is the basis of the way we worry.  

  Behaviours  might include:  
¶ Avoiding people or places  

¶ Not going out  
¶ Going to certain places at certain times, e.g. shopping 

at smaller shops, at less busy  times  
¶ Only going with someone else  

¶ Escape, leave early  
¶ Go to the feared situation, but use coping behaviours to get you through: 

examples include: self talk, holding a drink, smoking more, fiddling with 
clothes or handbag, avoiding eye contact with others , having an escape 

plan, medication.   These are called 'safety behaviours'.  
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Safety behaviours can also help to keep your anxiety going.   Whilst you 

depend on them to help you cope, you don't get to find out that without them, 
the anxiety would reduce and g o away on it's own.  

Whilst avoiding people or situations might help you feel better at that time, it 
doesn't make your anxiety any better over a longer period.   If you're 

frightened that your anxiety will make you pass out or vomit in the 
supermarket aisle , you won't find out that won't actually happen, because you 

don't go.   So the belief that it will happen remains, along with the anxiety.  

 

Vicious Cycle of Anxiety  

 

  

We all feel anxious some times.   A certa in amount of anxiety helps us to be 

more alert and focused.   For example just prior to an exam, a few exam 
nerves have a positive effect -  motivating us, helping us focus our thoughts on 

the job in hand, making us more alert.   Too much anxiety, or constant ly being 
anxious, is unhealthy and detrimental to our lives and relationships.  
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                                         Anger  

What is Anger?  

Anger is a result of thinking that we have been unfairly treated or 
disrespected, or that others have broken or  fallen short of our rules, 

standards   or expectations, and we won't stand for it.  

Thinking this way leads us to feel angry, which stimulates the body's 

adrenaline response which is  our  body's way of helping us to cope with either 
fighting, or running away  ('fight or flight' response).     We respond to those 

thoughts and feelings, by acting, or feeling an urge to act, in threatening or 
aggressive ways.  

Thoughts  that often occur:  

¶ I'm being treated unfairly  
¶ I'm being disrespected  

¶ They're breaking a rule or s tandard  
¶ I won't stand for it  

Physical Sensations  -  The Adrenaline Response  

When there is real, or we believe there is a real, threat or danger, or we 
believe we need to defend or stand up for what we believe, our bodies' 

automatic survival mechanism kicks in very quickly.   This helps energise us to 
fight or run away ('fight or flight response').   We will notice lots of physical 

sensations, which might include:  

¶ heart racing or pounding -  enabling good blood supply around our bodies  
¶ breathing quickly -  allowi ng more oxygen around the body  

¶ tense muscles -  a state of readiness to fight or flee  

¶ shaking  
¶ hot, sweating  

¶ light -headed  
¶ stomach churning or butterflies  

¶ fist or teeth clenching  

 Behaviours  might include:  

¶ staring & angry facial expression  

¶ aggressive body po sture  
¶ attack ing  

¶ hit ting  out (or urge to hit out)  
¶ arguing  

¶ shout ing or snapping at others  
¶ run ning  or storm ing  away  

¶ staying silent (maybe inwardly seething)  
¶ sulk ing  
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The Angry Cycle  

 

We all feel angry some t imes.   Some people tend to become angry easily (a 

"short fuse"), and some have problems controlling their anger.   Anger has 
consequences, and they often involve hurting other people -  more usually their 

feelings, but sometimes physically.   Anger can cause problems in our personal 
lives, and affect work and study.   After an angry outburst, we can think very 

critically of ourselves and our actions, leading us to feel guilty, ashamed and 
lower our mood, which might result in our withdrawing from others, not 

wa nting to do anything (see depression cycle).  

Summary  

In CBT, we aim to break those cycles by changing something -  what we think 
or what we do.   We might start by looking at what might be easiest to change.   

Perhaps in this case, it might be easiest to chan ge what we do.  

How would Dave have felt if he had got up anyway, in spite of how he was 
feeling.   Maybe a te some breakfast, had a shower, got dressed, and perhaps 

went  out for a walk.   How would that affect his depression?   What would that 
do to the way he  was thinking?  

It's very likely that his mood would have improved, and that he would have 
started to think a little more realistically.   He might have even enjoyed his day, 

or got a sense of achievement from having done something . 

Have a look at what you'v e written down on your sheets of several examples of 
distressing situations (Step 1 practice).   What links can you see between what 

you think and what you  do, and how they affect the way you feel .  

In the next step, you'll be starting to make some changes t hat will work for 

you . 
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Emotions and their associated thoughts, body reactions and behaviours  

Emotion  Thoughts  Body reaction  Behaviours  

 
Angry  

 
 

 
 

 
frustrated, irritated, 

impatient, resentful, enraged, 
peed off, fury, insulted  

 
Assume the worst  

Problem i s enormous  
Others are unfair  

× Iôve been disrespected, 
treated unfairly, used  

× Iôve been let down 

× Itôs not fair!  
× I wonôt stand for it 

 

 
Adrenaline response:  

× Tense  
× Fired up  

× Energised, breathing and 
heart rate increase  

× Difficulty concentrating  

 
× Fight  

× Confront  
× Argue  

× Make lots of noise!  
× Sulk  

× Snap, swear, shout  

× Sarcastic, patronise  
× Put downs  

 

Anxious  

 
 
 
 
 

nervous, on edge, 

apprehensive, scared, 
frightened, panicky, terrified, 

petrified  

 

Threat:  Overestimate danger  
Underestimate ability to cope  

× Iôm in great danger right 
now  

× The worst possible thing is 

going to happen  
× I wonôt be able to cope with 

it  
 

 

Adrenaline response:  
× Tense, shaky, sweaty, 

hot,  
× Energised, breathing and 

heart rate increase  

× Difficulty concentrating  

 

× Avoid people or 
places (in order to 

avoid feel ing anxious)  
× Fidget  

× Escape / run away  

× Coping or safety 
behaviours  

 

 
Depressed  

 
sad, down, despairing, 

hopeless, gloomy, 

miserable, sorrowful, 

unhappy, dismayed  
 

 
Negative focus. Themes of loss, 

hopelessness, negative view of 
self  

× Iôm worthless 
× Nothingôs going to change  

× Iôve lost.... 

 

 
Slowed down or agitated  

× Tired, lethargic  
× Constipated  

× Memory & concentration 
problems  

× Appetite & sleep changes  

× Loss of interest: hobbies, 
sex  

× Restlessness  
 

 
× Do less  

× Talk less  
× Eat less or more  

× Sleep less or more  
× Isolate and wi thdraw  

× Ruminate on negative 

thoughts  
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Dealing with Negative Emotions  
 

What emotion am I 

feeling?  

 
 

What am I thinking?  

 

¶ What can I 
notice in my 
body?   

¶ Where do I 
feel it? 

¶ STOPP!  Take  a breath.   
www.getselfhelp.co.uk/stopp.htm  

¶ ²Ƙŀǘ ŀƳ L ǊŜŀŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƻΚ  ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ǇǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ Ƴȅ 
buttons here?  What does this situation mean to 
me or say about me?   

¶ Where is my focus of attention? 

¶ How could I see things differently?  What would I 
say to someone else in this situation?  How 
important is this?  Is my reaction in proportion to 
the event?  

¶ Take the helicopter view! 

 

¶ Do what works! 

¶ What will be the consequences 
of my action? 

¶ What will be the most effective 
action?   

¶ What will be best for me, for 
others and for this situation? 

¶ Is this in keeping with my 
principles & values? 

 

¶ Where do you feel this emotion in 
your body?  If this feeling had a 
colour, what would it be?  What 
shape is it?  How big is it?  What 
consistency is it?   

¶ If you felt better:  What colour 
would it be?  What about the 
shape?  The size?  The consistency?  
Notice that feeling now. 

Emotion  Body  Thinking differently  Doing differently  Imagery  

Depression  
¶ LΩƳ ǳǎŜƭŜǎǎΣ LΩƳ 

worthless. 

¶ Everything is hopeless 

 

Fatigue  

Slowed down  

Do less  

Stay in 

bed/home  

Disinterest  

Canôt 

concentrate  

 

Itôs okay to feel sad about this situation, but 

I can get through it.  

Iôm looking through those ógloomy specsô 

again.   

This doesnôt mean Iôm a worthless person.  

What wou ld be a more helpful way of 

looking at things?  

If I do something anyway ï Iôll feel better. 

Do thi ngs anyway ï in spite 

of how Iôm feeling.  

Get up.  Get out.  

Do something enjoyable or 

useful.  

Be with or contact others.  

Focus attention outside of me 

and my  situation.   

In your  mindôs eye, see yourself 

doing and enjoying the things 

you used to  or would like to 

enjoy doing, and su ccessfully 

doing what you need to do.  

 

Visualise orange for positive 

energy.   Breathe in orange, and 

breathe out b lue /black .  

Anxie ty  
¶ Something bad is 

going to happen.  

¶ L ǿƻƴΩǘ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ 
cope 

 

 

Adrenaline 

response ï  

Bodyôs alarm 

system.  

Energised for 

fight or flight  

Is this threat a real one or is it really bound 

to happen?  Am I exaggerating the threat?  

Am I misreading things?  

I feel bad, but that doesnôt mean things 

really are so bad.   

I can cope with these feelings, Iôve got 

through it before.   

What would someone else say about this?  

What would be a more helpful way of 

looking at things?  

How will doing this affect me 

in the l ong term?  Donôt 

avoid situations ï go anyway.   

Problem solve or make plans 

if necessary.  Take things 

slowly or gradually.  

Focus attention outside of me 

ï external rather than 

internal focus.  

Imagine yourself coping in a 

situation that you feel anxious 

about.  See the situation 

through to a successful 

completion.  

 

Visualise blue for calm.   

Breathe in blue and breathe out 

red.  

Anger  
¶ LǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ 

fair. 

¶ Others are bad. 

¶ L ǿƻƴΩǘ ǎǘŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ƛǘΦ  

 

Adrenaline 

response ï  

Bodyôs alarm 

system.  

Energised for 

fight or f light  

What am I reacting to? Whatôs pressing my 

buttons?  Am I over - reacting?  Is my 

reaction in proportion to the actual event?  

How important is this?   

I feel like Iôm being unfairly treated, but 

maybe they didnôt mean it that way.  Am I 

misreading thing s? 

Whatôs the best thing to do here? 

Take a breath.  Do the best 

thing ï best for me, for 

others and for the situation.  

Walk away?  

When feeling calm, if still 

appropriate, do something 

about it in a calm, non -

aggressive but assertive way.  

Visualise yourse lf han dling this 

situation in a calm, non -

aggressive but assertive way, 

respecting the rights and 

opinions of everyone involved.  

Visualise blue for calm,  or 

green for balance.  Breathe in 

green/blue & breathe out red.  

http://www.getselfhelp.co.uk/stopp.htm
http://www.getselfhelp.co.uk/stopp.htm
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Step 3  

                            Making Changes - Behaviours 

Changing what we normally do can greatly affect they way we feel 
and think.    

When you look at your '5 Aspects' sheet where you wrote down 

your thoughts, emotions, behaviours and physical sensations, 
notice particularly what you wrote for 'behaviours'.   Very often we 

react automatically, without considering our actions or the 
consequences of them.  

¶ What helped you cope and get through it?  
¶ What didnôt I do or what did I avoid doing?  

¶ What automatic reactions did I have?  
¶ What would  other people have seen me doing?  

¶ What were the consequences of what I did?   What happened later 
because of it?   Did it affect the way I felt later?  

Now ask yourself, what could I have done differently?    

¶ What would someone else have done in that situatio n?  (it  might help to 
think about particular people that you know , and what they  might have 

done differently)  
¶ Have there been times in the past when I would have done something 

else?  
¶ If I had paused, and taken a breath, what would I have done?  

Write down s everal options that you might have done differently if it had 
occurred to you, then ask yourself:  

¶ If I had tried that, how would the situation have been different?  

¶ How would it have affected what I felt?  
¶ How would it have affected what I thought?  

¶ Would it have been more helpful or effective for me, another person or 
for the situation?  

¶ What would the consequences have been of doing something differently?  

  

Dealing with Distressing Situations:  

Practi se and learn to STOP  and take a breath before considering 
what action to take.  Just simply pausing and taking a breath when 

feeling distressed can help us to see the situation more clearly, and 
help us decide what action to take.  

  

Choose to do what works!   


