
Negative Automatic 
Thoughts
Leaflet

This leaflet explains the concept of negative automatic 
thoughts and can be used in conjunction with the NATs 
diary, in order to identify your own thinking styles.



Automatic Thoughts...

Building Blocks...

These are the thoughts that pass through your mind all of the time; a running commentary about what 
happens and what you do.

In CBT we are most interested in those thoughts that are about YOU.  
They are important because they affect what you do and how you feel.

Thought	 Feeling	 Action
”I can’t talk to people“ Sad Avoid people

Thought	 Feeling	 Action
”I am popular“ Happy Go out and  
  meet people

“I’m good at football, I played great in that game,  
I’ll probably get picked for the big match”

“I’m rubbish at communicating, that conversation went 
badly, she’ll probably never talk to me again”

Our automatic thoughts are the building blocks to the overall picture of how we view ourselves, judge what 
we do and expect will happen in the future…
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In this example the behaviour is designed to 
protect you from the uncomfortable feelings. 
These are known as ’safety behaviours’ and in 
this example the behaviour is avoidance.

Although avoiding the party will stop your anxiety, 
continuing to avoid parties may lead you to feel 
isolated and even more anxious about the idea 
of going to one. The worse you feel the more 
you will try to stay safe by avoiding and the more 

negative your thinking becomes. This is called 
a negative cycle and can make you feel very 
trapped!!

Why do we listen to our negative thoughts?

You can’t help it, they’re automatic! Plus they 
seem true, they’re continuous, they’re familiar—
we’re used to hearing them and the more we 
hear them the more we believe them!

Negative Automatic Thoughts
Most of the time our automatic thoughts are 
reasonable, we accept them without question and 
they help us to make positive decisions.

NATS are the negative automatic thoughts; 
the strongest ones that make us feel the most 
unpleasant!

NATs are often distorted - if you stop and check, 
they don’t fit all the facts. These thoughts trap 
us in negative cycles of thinking, feelings and 
behaviours that ultimately make us feel worse.

Example: You’re invited to a party….

NAT
“ I won’t fit in, everyone will stare at me”

Behaviour 
Avoid going

Feelings 
Scared, 
anxious
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What Can We Do?
We need to train our minds to examine all the information available before jumping to conclusions.

The first stage is to is play detective with our own minds. We need to learn to hear and rec-ognise 
our NATs, then we can begin to explore the whole truth.

Completing simple thought diaries help to get us into the practice of recognising our un-helpful 
automatic thoughts and also to see the correlating feelings and behaviours.

Negative Automatic Thoughts
Just like a tape playing in our heads, NATs go round and 
round, the tape never gets changed, the volume never 
gets turned down and no one else ever hears the tape.


