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MCBT Background: 
The Reality Box 
 
In a group called Rational Thinking started in 2011 in an intensive psychiatric day treatment 
program, I noticed client problem statements repeatedly consisted of a jumbled mixture of facts 
and negative cognitive distortions. More often than not, clients had difficulty separating the facts 
from their judgments of them. I drew a box on the whiteboard, stuck only the facts in it, informed 
the clients that the contents in the box could not be touched, and called it the Reality Box, visually 
reinforcing what was and was not in their control. 
 
I started using the Reality Box for every Rational Thinking group, graphically strengthening the 
connections between the facts, thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. The concept of thoughts, feelings, 
and behaviors being rooted in one’s perspective of the facts, not the facts themselves, became 
easier to convey. Clients became much more engaged than in doing traditional CBT work that is 
solely language-based. A structured procedure evolved that is easy for clinicians and clients to 
follow. 
 
Why Multisensory? 
 
Not everyone is a language-based learner, and there is evidence that multisensory learning provides 
a deeper understanding than mono-sensory learning. To support the goals of increased interaction 
and engagement and for clients to have a solid understanding of their feelings being rooted in 
thoughts and beliefs, I started reading the clients’ thoughts back to them, noting a change in affect 
and immediate identification of linked feelings. After this auditory component, clients often say, 
“I’m even feeling it now!” This occurs with both unhealthy, irrational, current thoughts, and after 
developing healthier thoughts – clients can feel the change after hearing their thoughts, while 
seeing the connections between them. 
 
The Reality Box includes a brief guided body relaxation and visualization component to support 
developing the foundation of alternative, healthier thoughts. This is an essential component of 
shifting towards a new perspective as it helps the client disengage the lower brain, decreasing 
emotional reasoning and allowing for more rational thought.   
 
Clients who start the Reality Box exercise believing their emotionally-laden judgments are facts, are 
able to step back, increase objectivity and cognitive flexibility, and start the shift towards cognitive 
restructuring with the support of imagery and the body.  
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What Else is Different About This Method? 
 
Specific open-ended questions are used throughout the Reality Box method to deeply engage the 
client, to guide and elicit critical thinking, and to help the client look at their own past experiences 
for evidence supporting the process. Questions are a critical element to the exercise and are utilized 
during each step. Key questions are denoted with  
 
 
Cognitive restructuring is a house of cards if foundational elements are excluded from the process. 
For example, turning an “I can’t” into an “I can” is not believable. Closing the gap between new 
rational thoughts and distressing emotions from existing thought patterns can be achieved by 
including elements such as objectivity, self-validation, self-compassion, and acceptance. Including 
thoughts that foster hope, faith in one’s self to persevere, goals, and self-care, strengthen clients’ 
confidence. When these elements are omitted, the chasm is often too great, leading to feelings of 
doubt and defeat. The acronym I HAVE CHOICES helps clinicians remember these elements of 
Guided Cognitive Restructuring. 
 
Where Does Psychoeducation Fit Into This Method? 
 
There are some essential facts clients must know to fully engage in CBT. Misconceptions 
undermine the process of working with their thoughts. Essential facts include knowing that the 
brain does not filter out false or unhealthy thoughts, how exposure and repetition strengthen 
any thought or thought patterns, and how automatic thoughts are supported by deeply rooted 
beliefs that may be beneath their level of awareness.  
 
Another essential concept that is vital to emphasize when using CBT is cognitive-emotive 
dissonance. A pattern among clients who said CBT didn’t work for them, is a lack of knowledge about 
how strange it can feel to think differently, how insidious and persistent old thought patterns are, 
the importance of practicing proactively throughout each day to decrease cognitive-emotive 
dissonance, and developing self-talk that supports tolerance of this dissonance. Without this 
information, clients often expect new healthier thoughts to be there for them when they are in 
crisis, with little proactive cognitive work. It is essential for clients to understand the importance of 
tolerating cognitive-emotive dissonance and practice.  

 

Client Quotes: 
 

"So much to discuss, and let you know how that reality box made its way into my heart! 
The way I viewed everything this weekend was amazing!!!" 

 
“I’ve never seen it all laid out so clearly before!” 

 

KQ 
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I. REALITY BOX GUIDELINES 

INTRODUCING THE REALITY BOX 

 
When clients first bring up a problem, they’ve usually already tried many ways to cope with it. 
Before starting the Reality Box exercise, explaining why these other methods are often 
ineffective increases motivation to engage in the process.  

 
Comments that indicate this include: 

 

 I keep myself busy because I can’t be alone in my own head.  

 I practice positive affirmations but I always go back to the negative. 

 I just try to ignore it. 

 I just pretend everything is OK. 
 

 

 Inform the client what the problem is with these: 

 

 

 Keeping busy to distract from distress. 
- When the distraction is over, the distressing thoughts, beliefs, and feelings are still 

there.  
 

 Trying to change to positive thoughts. 
- We can’t knowingly lie to ourselves. If a positive thought is not believable, our brain 

rejects it. Distressful thoughts remain unchallenged, causing flip-flopping from positive 
to negative. 
 

 Trying to ignore thoughts and feelings. 
- We can’t simply remove thoughts from our brain – they’re still there even if we pretend 

they’re not. Emotions don’t like to be ignored – they tend to keep poking at us. 
 

 Putting on a mask to hide thoughts and feelings: 
- When thoughts, feelings, and behaviors aren’t aligned, it’s exhausting, uncomfortable 

and unsustainable. 
 

 
 
 

 
 

These are all forms of resistance that make us feel stuck. 
 

 We’re trying to avoid looking directly at the problem because we’re so distressed. 
 

 

It may seem counterintuitive, but what we actually need to do  
is roll up our sleeves and turn directly toward the facts. 
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PROBLEM STATEMENT 

 
Clients often make emotionally charged statements that are a combination of facts and distorted 
judgments. Sometimes the verbal content of the statements are actually neutral, however, 
underlying distressing thoughts and beliefs are distorting the client’s perceptions. These thoughts 
and beliefs are often beneath the client’s level of awareness, and have been automatically 
connected to their Problem Statement. 
 

 
 Write down the problem at the top of the exercise, exactly as stated by the client.  

 
This is the starting point. This statement, often fused with emotions, outlook on the future, or 
even the client’s self-perception, is typically believed to be a fact in itself.  
 

 It is important for the client to see that their statement is the starting point for this 
exercise. 

 
 The further back the problem goes, the more attention the client has been giving it, the 

more deeply rooted the related beliefs are, and the more their problem statement feels 
like a fact. 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

We’re going to do an exercise that will help you to work out this problem. This will help you 
sort out thoughts and feelings about it – to understand how your gears are turning, so to 

speak, and to be able to look at the problem in new ways. 
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TEN STEPS 
 
1 – Separate Facts from Judgment 

 
 

 Refer to or draw the Reality Box itself. 

 

*Exception: A client’s reported current or past emotions or thoughts. 
“I feel stuck in my depression.” 

 
 Assist the client in separating the facts from their opinions about them. 

 
 
 
Examples of Reality Box contents derived from Problem Statements and further input from client: 
 

Problem Statement: Reality Box Contents – Facts Only: 

“They all hate me.” Recently having conflicts at work. 

“I’m too old. I’ll never find another soulmate.” Age 53. Girlfriend ended relationship. 

“I’m a terrible daughter.” 5 weeks since visiting mom. 

“They’re not going to call me.” Job start date unknown. 

“My wife is never going to forgive me.” I was unfaithful in my marriage. 

“My father is always putting me down.” Father says critical, discouraging things. 

“I’m going to be heartbroken if I don’t make it.” Acceptance to school is uncertain. 

“They are making me do everything.” I do about 90% of chores and errands. 

“We can’t get along anymore.” Conflict with spouse 3-4 days/wk  for 3 months. 

“This is impossible.” I have tried and failed 3 times. 

“This is killing me.” I’ve been feeling as if I can’t cope. 

 
 

 Write the facts only inside the Reality Box. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Only the facts go in this box. These are things that are observable that are either current 
or in the past. What would a picture or video show? * 

Is this a fact or opinion? How else could you state this to include only the facts?  
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2 - Identify Current Thoughts 

 
      

 Refer to the Reality Box. 
 
 

 

 Write thoughts in the Current Thoughts section to the left of the box. 
 

 If the client says they’re not aware of more thoughts, ask: 
 
 
 
 

 If the client names a feeling, write it in the Current Feelings section, and briefly clarify 
the difference between thoughts and feelings. 
 

 If the verbal content of the expressed thought is neutral, inform the client: 

 
 
 
 

 Refer to the neutral thought and ask: 
 
 
 

 Continue asking this question until you start to hear the thoughts that can cause the 
client’s level of distress. 

 
 

Examples of neutral thoughts, underlying thoughts, and core beliefs: 

Reality: I haven’t been notified with a start date. 

Neutral Thought: I have no idea when my new job starts. 

What does this mean to you? What other thoughts do you have? 

Underlying thoughts: What if I don’t start for months? 
What if I don’t get a paycheck? 
I’ll lose my apartment! I’ll be homeless! 
They’re never going to call. Things never work out for me. 

Core Beliefs: I’m a failure. There’s no hope. I can’t succeed. 

 

What are some of your thoughts about this? 

To figure out some of the other thoughts that might be there, complete this 
statement: “I’m feeling and acting as if I believe ___________________. 

What does this mean to you? 

This thought’s not enough to cause your level of distress. If you had the thought [repeat client’s 
neutral thought with a neutral tone] but were also thinking, “however, that’s OK because […. Fill in 
with a reason]”, you would feel differently about it. 
 
 

Thoughts we’re aware of are like the tip of an iceberg;  
there are a lot of other thoughts beneath our level of awareness. 
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Reality: Recently having conflicts at work. 

Neutral Thought: I’ve been doing a LOT of extra work. 

What does this mean to you? What other thoughts do you have? 

Underlying thoughts: I do more than everyone else and never get 
credit. 
They all talk about me. They hate me there. 
Some people just skate on by in life. 
I have to work twice as hard as everyone else. 

Core Beliefs: I’m not good enough. I’m worthless. 

 

 Continue eliciting and writing thoughts until there are at least 4 -5. 
 
 
 
 
 

3 - Elicit Current Feelings

 
 

 When the client is both reading their thoughts and hearing their thoughts read back to 
them, it will elicit related emotions. 
 

 Refer to Current Thoughts and ask: 

 
 If you suspect the client is missing a feeling, assist them in identifying it by asking: 

 
 
 
 

 Write all identified Current Feelings in the section underneath Current Thoughts. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 When you are thinking [clearly read all thoughts back to client], how are you feeling? 

Do you feel any __________? 
Do you think your _______________is related to these thoughts? 

KQ 
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4 - Elicit Current Behaviors 

 
 When the client is both reading and hearing their current thoughts and feelings read 

aloud, it will help them connect related behaviors. 
 

 Refer to Current Thoughts and Current Feelings and ask: 
 
 
 
 
 

 If you suspect the client is not identifying a linked behavior, ask: 
 
 
 

 Write all related Current Behaviors in the section underneath Current Feelings. 
 
 
 
 

5 – Reinforce Concept of Alignment of Current Thoughts, Feelings, and Behaviors 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 If you’re not using the worksheet, draw the Thoughts, Feelings, and Behaviors oval on 
the top right side. Inform: 

 
 
 

 
 

 To increase understanding and motivation, point to the client’s thoughts and ask: 

 
 

 Introduce the next section: 

 When you are thinking [read all thoughts] and feeling [read all feelings], 
what kinds of things are you doing? 

Do you think your ____________is connected to these? 

  Do you notice how these 
Thoughts, Feelings, and Behaviors 

are aligned? 
 

This is our natural state – 
 for thoughts, feelings, and behaviors to be aligned.  

Could you possibly be feeling any differently  
if you continue to have these thoughts? 

There’s some information you’ll need to know to move forward. 

KQ 

KQ 

KQ 
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6 – Develop Cognitive Flexibility through Psychoeducation  

 
 Provide the information on pages 14-16 as needed: 

 
 Thoughts 
 Thoughts and Emotions 
 Where Reactions Come From 
 Thoughts and Change 

 
 

7 - Develop Healthier Thoughts with Guided Cognitive Restructuring 

 
 
 
 
 

 Refer to Reality Box 
 

 

           
 

Set Foundation for New Perspective: Guided Relaxation and Visualization 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 If not, ask if they can imagine another person in the same situation responding 

calmly to it.  
 

 As the client identifies healthier thoughts, start writing them to the right of the 
Reality Box in the Healthier Thoughts section. 

 
 
 
 
 

 Clients are often at a loss for new, healthier thoughts due to unfamiliarity in thinking 
this way. 

We can’t change the reality of the situation, however we can decide to 
 try to look at it in the healthiest way possible. 

     
 

KQ 

Is it possible to look at this another way? 
(the answer is always “yes”) 

What are some other thoughts you can have about this? 

We have images that go with our thoughts. You may have some negative images 
associated with this situation. Take a deep breath, relax your muscles, and see if 
you can imagine this exact situation… but you’re feeling calm. Can you see that? 

 

What thoughts would likely be present in order to feel this way? 

KQ 
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For Guided Cognitive Restructuring, refer to the information on pages 17-20 as 
needed: 
 

 Why New Thoughts Feel Unnatural 
 Elements to Include When Eliciting Healthier Thoughts:  

 
I HAVE CHOICES…………………………………………………………..page17 
 Identify Cognitive Distortions 
 Honesty 
 Acceptance 
 Validate 
 Empathize 
 Compassion 
 Hope 
 Outlook 
 Intention 
 Constructive 
 Encourage 
 Self-Care 

 
 
 
 

8 - Elicit Healthier Feelings 

 
 

 When the client is both reading these healthier thoughts and hearing them read back, it 
will elicit related emotions. 

 
 

 
 
 

 If you suspect the client is missing a feeling, assist them in identifying it by asking: 
 
 
 
 

 Write identified feelings in Healthier Feelings section. 
 

 
 

When you are thinking [read all healthier thoughts back to client], how do you 
think you will be feeling? 

Do you think you may feel __________? 
 

KQ 
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9 – Elicit Healthier Behaviors 

 
 

 When the client is both reading and hearing their current thoughts and feelings read 
aloud, it will help them to imagine related Healthier Behaviors. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 Write related Healthier Behaviors in appropriate section. 
 
 
 

 
10 – Reinforce Association of Healthier Thoughts, Feelings, and Behaviors 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

    When you are thinking [read all thoughts] and feeling [read all feelings], 
what kinds of things do you think you may be doing? 

Do you think might [suggest a behavior]? 

  Do you notice that just by thinking this way,  
you are feeling very differently? 

 

Our natural state is for thoughts, feelings, and behaviors to be aligned. 
 

The more these healthier thoughts are repeated, the healthier you’ll feel and act. 

KQ 

KQ 
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MAKING IT WORK 

 
1 - Proactive Daily Practice 

 
2 – Cognitive-Emotive Dissonance 

 
 

 
3 – Link Practicing to the Body and Visualization

 If we are in crisis or not thinking about our thinking, we’ll be on the old well-worn pathways.  
 

 Healthier thoughts can be repeated throughout the day. 
 

 Memorize thoughts that resonate most with you and make them your mantras. 
 

 If we find ourselves on the old path, we can notice and gently refocus to the healthier thoughts. 
 

 New thoughts will not be there in a crisis unless we make them part of our natural thought 
patterns with continuous dedicated practice . 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 Teaching the brain to think differently is a process. New thoughts feel unnatural.  
 

 Difficulty tolerating this feeling is a main reason some people stop trying. 
  

 The old thoughts and emotions may be persistent due to past repetition. 
 

 With effort and practice, new healthier thoughts will start to feel natural. 
 

 Be mindful of thinking “I can’t do this,” or “This doesn’t work for me.” Replace these with 
encouraging self-talk such as, “It feels odd, but I’ll keep trying.” 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 The phrase, “Deep breath, step back,” will help to disengage the lower brain and emotional 
reasoning before you practice and throughout your day. 
 

 Deep, slow breaths and relaxed muscles send a calming message to the brain. This is a simple 
way for your body to help the process. 
 

 Relaxed breathing and muscles are incompatible with an anxious or angry mind.  
 

 This practice will help focus on the healthier thoughts and will link a positive feeling to them. 
 

 The old images of this situation are negative. When practicing new thoughts, visualize yourself 
feeling calm and reacting the way you’d like to. 
 
 

 

 
 

If you were to drive in a place which required you to drive on the opposite side of the road than 
you’re used to, it would feel strange. You’d get used to it after a while.  

 The strange feeling doesn’t mean it’s wrong or bad; it only means that it’s unfamiliar. 
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II. SUPPLEMENTAL INFORMATION  
 

1. PSYCHOEDUCATIONAL INFORMATION FOR DEVELOPING COGNITIVE FLEXIBILITY          
Reality Box Step 6 

 
 

What you need to know about:  
THOUGHTS  

 
 

 
 

Think about your own experiences: 

 
 
 
 
 

 Thoughts come from exposure, repetition, and natural tendencies. 

 The brain doesn’t filter out false or unhealthy thoughts. 

 The brain doesn’t care if a thought is helpful, harmful, true, or false; if it’s believed and 
repeated enough, it becomes automatic. 

 Thoughts can feel like facts when they aren’t. We can feel 100% certain and be 100% wrong. 

 The further back thought patterns go, the more deeply rooted they are, the more they’ve 
been repeated, reinforced, and connected to other thought patterns and beliefs. 

 Everything we know how to do - walking, talking, writing, driving – has become natural 
through repetition. Thought patterns work the same way.  

 Thought patterns form our tinted lenses of perception, often beneath our level of awareness. 

 We brainwash ourselves with our own thoughts, healthy or unhealthy. 

Can you recall times you were 100% certain of something and later found out you were wrong? 
 

Can you recall times you tried to predict the future or thought you knew what others were thinking? 
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What you need to know about:  
THOUGHTS AND EMOTIONS  

 

 
What you need to know about: 

WHERE REACTIONS COME FROM  

 

 
 
 
 

Think about your own experiences: 

 In order to be safe, we have to react quickly to perceived threats. 
 

 Sensory input has a shortcut to the lower brain so that we can act without waiting to consciously 
think about it.  

 

 When our emotional part is highly activated, our higher brain is taken off-line so to speak. We 
become emotionally hijacked.  

 

 If we repeat these emotionally laden thoughts, we develop emotional reasoning. 
 

 Emotional judgments start to feel natural, as if they are facts. 
 

 The brain doesn’t care if judgments are true or false, healthy or unhealthy. When repeated, they 
become automatic and feel like facts. 

 

Different people react very differently to the same things. After a natural disaster, a person 
emerges from their destroyed house saying, “I’ve lost everything. I’ll never recover.” Their neighbor 
emerges and says, “Thank goodness I’m alive. Stuff is stuff.”  
 

 If the situation, event, or other person caused our reactions, we would all react the same. 
 Reactions can feel like facts that we have never thought of questioning. 
 The situation or event do not cause reactions; underlying beliefs do.  
 These underlying beliefs come from exposure, repetition, and natural tendencies.  
 Reactions may not be right or wrong, but they may be healthy or unhealthy. 

 
 
 
 

 

Can you recall being with others in the same situation but having very different reactions? 
 

Facts just are. Judgments make them positive, neutral, or negative. 
 

If the situation, event, or other person caused our reactions, we would all react 
the same way. 

 
Our reactions are unique, based on our unique tendencies and life experiences. 

Situations, people, or events do not cause our thoughts and feelings. 
 
 

Our reactions are unique, based on our unique tendencies and life experiences. 
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What you need to know about: 

THOUGHTS AND CHANGE 
 

 
 

 
CHOOSING LEARNING AND CHANGE 

 
SIMPLE AND FAMILIAR EXAMPLE OF PURPOSEFULLY CHANGING A THOUGHT PATTERN 

What have you changed your mind about recently? 
 

 
 Changes in thinking occur naturally, influenced by our environment and tendencies. 

 The more thoughts have been repeated, the more resistant they are to change. 

 When we’re certain of our view, our brain will filter out anything that seems to contradict it. 

 We don’t have to wait for changes to happen; we can purposefully change our own thinking. 

 Changing thoughts can feel strange. Strange doesn’t mean bad or wrong; it means unfamiliar. 
 

 Good mental health is associated with cognitive flexibility; poor mental health – with rigidity.  

 

 

  

 

What’s the first thing you do when you walk into a dark room? Turn on the light, right? 
 

When the power goes out and you walk into that dark room, what do you do? Try to turn the light on, 
flick the switch a few times, and then recall, “Oh yeah, the power’s out – no light.” 
 

What happens the 2nd and 3rd time you walk in? Flick the switch again, flick it up and down, and say, 
“Oh yeah – can’t believe I’m falling for that switch again.” 
 

By the 5th or 6th time, as you’re approaching the door, you’re thinking, “I’m not going to fall for that 
light switch again.” After repeating these thoughts, they’re becoming more automatic. 
 

If you’re stressed, tired, or preoccupied, you go for the switch again – the old thought pattern.  
 

When the power’s back on, you go back to the old, well-worn pathway, which remains very 
comfortable and automatic. 
 

If your dominant hand was injured and in a cast, you’d start writing with your non-dominant hand. 
This would feel unfamiliar and strange at first, however, with repetition, it would start to feel more 

natural. Your desire to write would be your motivation to learn. 
 

New thought patterns feel similarly strange, but will feel more natural and become automatic with 
repetition. Your desire to change your feelings and behaviors is your motivation to learn. 
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2. GUIDED COGNITIVE RESTRUCTURING FOR DEVELOPING HEALTHIER THOUGHTS 
Reality Box Step 7 

 
WHY NEW THOUGHTS FEEL UNNATURAL 

 
 If it seems difficult to come up with new healthier thoughts, it means those thought 

patterns are just unfamiliar. 

 

 When developing healthier thoughts, stress the importance of accurate language. 

 

 Healthier thoughts use positive phrasing, supporting focusing on what the client wants 
to move towards, not move away from. “I would like to feel calm,” instead of “I do not 
want to feel angry,” gives the brain a positive image to support the concept. 

 
ELICITING HEALTHIER THOUGHTS 

 

I HAVE CHOICES – an acronym to help you remember the following elements to include in 

this process, as indicated, on an individual basis, for guided cognitive restructuring. 

 

Identify cognitive distortions – Ask questions about current thoughts to draw the client’s 

awareness to distortions. Ex. Can you tell the future? Can you read their minds? Is it really 
“forever?” Saying “this is killing me” or “I’ll never get over this” or “I can’t take this” are common 
types of distorted judgments that are often repeated and mistaken for facts.  

 
Red flag words      associated distortions      possible alternatives 

What if, is going to, will be, won’t Catastrophizing, fortune-telling Is currently, has been 

Or Black and white thinking Or anything in between, a spectrum 

Everything, nothing, always, never Filtering Most, some, often, occasionally, 
rarely 

Old, repeated thought patterns are like a well-traveled path. It has to work this way so that we 
can learn from repetition. The problem is that if we’ve repeated unhealthy thoughts for a long 
time, they’re very well-established and feel natural. Just like a well-worn path in the woods, it’s 
the way you know, and you’ll find yourself on it, if you’re not thinking about where you want to 
go.  
 
To create a new path, we have to take a step back and a deep breath, and look for a place to 
start. Each step is new, and the path is unclear until we’ve traveled it repeatedly. Even then, we 
may at times find ourselves on the old path, but the new one will become more familiar and will 
start to feel natural. 
 
 

We brainwash ourselves with our thoughts – we want to be careful with the words we choose. 
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Can’t, impossible  Emotional reasoning Difficult, challenging,  

Has to, have to, need, making me, 
forcing me 

Absolutes would like to, pressuring, choosing 

Fair, deserve Human constructs not existing in 
nature 

 No alternatives 

Why? False belief in fairness/deserve Why not? 

Me, to me, about me personalization Leave off the “me” 

Enough, too Arbitrary standard, comparison For who/what? 

 
Help develop alternative, objective thoughts. Often when starting this, clients will say 
something that is positive, but that they don’t really believe. A common example is turning, “I 
can’t …..” to “I can ……”  Don’t hesitate to ask: 
 

 
 

 
 
 
A believable thought might start with, “I may be able to …..” 

 

Honesty – Say it as it is. You can use the contents of the Reality Box for reference.  

 
 
 
 

Acceptance – Develop a thought that fosters acceptance instead of resistance.  

 
 
 

“It is what it is.”  

Validate – Develop a thought that acknowledges any current distressing emotions. 

  

Assist the client in acknowledging their emotions without exaggeration or minimizing. Make 
sure they are saying what they are feeling, not defining themselves.  

 

“I’m feeling sad,” or “a part of me is angry,” instead of, “I am devastated,” or “I’m furious. 

Is that a believable thought? 

Your brain won’t accept a thought if it’s not believable. Having a neutral 
or objective thought is much healthier than a negative thought. 

How could you state this objectively, without any judgments? 

What part of this is out of your control? 

How does it feel if you’re upset and someone tells you to relax or calm down? We often do this to 
ourselves, stuffing or ignoring uncomfortable emotions because we want them to go away.  
 

Our emotion part does not like being pushed away – it tends to keep poking at us until we pay 
attention. It may feel counterintuitive, but what we need to do is turn towards it and change our 

relationship with it. If you feel it, it’s there, so you may as well acknowledge and validate it. 
Change your relationship with it.  

 

Either you have the emotion, or the emotion has you. What feelings are you aware of having now? 
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Empathize – If their situation involves another person, help the client understand the other 

person’s difficult behavior may be rooted in their own fear or sadness. This is not to excuse 
them, but to help the client soften their own anger or hurt. Questions you ask your client have 
to be tailored to the situation. 

 
 

If appropriate, ask any of the following questions: 
  
 
 
  
 
 

Compassion – For others, if appropriate: 

 

 For self: 

 
 
Hope  - Help the client understand the importance of hope. 
 
 
 
If the client replies that hope leads to disappointment, explain the difference between hope 
and expectation, or being attached to the outcome of hope. 
 

 
Assist the client in developing a thought that supports hopefulness without expectation. 
 

Where do you think this is coming from for them? Do you think they’re feeling […….]? 

Do you think it’s their intention to hurt you or make things difficult? 

Is it possible they are unhappy about this situation as well but are  
overwhelmed with their own frustration? 

Instead of feeling angry at them, would it make sense to hope that they have some relief as well? 

How can you acknowledge to yourself how difficult this has been for you? 
 

What hopeful thoughts can you have? 

There is a difference between hope and expectation. If we expect a certain outcome, we 
are fighting with reality again because we can only control our effort, not the outcome. 
Telling oneself, “I hope this works out, but if it doesn’t I’ll do the best I can to cope with 
whatever happens,” is very different from having hope with thoughts such as, “It has to 
work out,” or “I won’t be able to stand it if it doesn’t work out,” or “I expect this to work 
out.”  
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Outlook – Support cognitive refocusing towards the future in a neutral or positive way. 

 
 
 

Assist the client in considering possibilities – a change in a healthier direction is helpful, no 
matter how small. 
 
 

Intention – Support development of positive intent, or a goal to think about. 

 
 
 

Assist the client with focusing on what they would like to move towards. 
 
 
 

Constructive – Help the client identify one or more steps they can take towards their goal. 

 
 
 

 

Encourage – Support the development of encouraging self-talk. 

 
 
 

 

Self-care – Help the client develop thoughts that focus on taking care of themselves.  

 
 

In what ways might this situation change or improve?  
 

What are some changes you would like to see? 
 

What step can you take towards this goal?  
 

Do you plan on continuing to try to move forward? 
Does the thought, “I’ll keep trying” sound believable? 

What can you think about doing for yourself?  


