
Thinking Errors

This leaflet explains the concept of thinking errors and 
can be used in conjunction with the thinking errors diary, 
in order to identify your own thinking styles.
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Cognitive Distortions
See if you recognised any of the following thinking styles:
Cognitive distortions, or ‘thinking errors’, can be described as unhelpful styles of thinking that do not 
take into account the ‘full picture’. Thinking errors usually occur as a reaction to something,  someone or 
some situation and most people experience this from time to time. However, thinking errors can become 
habitual, which means we get stuck thinking in certain thinking styles that cause us trouble. We can do 
something about this and the first step is learning to recognise them when they occur.

See if you can recognise any of the following thinking errors for yourself and then try recording specific 
incidents on the ‘thinking errors diary’.

1. Negative Glasses 

You only see the negative part; if you 
have a good time or something nice 
happens, the negative glasses will still 
find the things that went wrong or 
weren’t quite good enough! Anything 
positive is dismissed as unimportant or 
discredited.

2. All or nothing thinking 

Everything is seen in all or nothing 
terms—it’s either boiling hot or freezing 
cold without anything in between.

3. Magnifying the negative 

Negative events are blown out of 
proportion. “I tripped and everyone was 
laughing and staring at me!”
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4. Snowballing 

A single event snowballs into a never 
ending pattern of defeat. You lose your 
bus ticket and think “I always lose stuff, 
no-one enjoyed my cooking last night, 
my hair is awful, I’m destined for failure!”

5. Mind reading 

You always know what others are 
thinking. “He thinks he’s got one over on 
me!” “Everyone thinks I’m a loser!”

6. Fortune telling

You think you know what’s going to happen.

“If I go home I’ll argue with my wife”  
“If I join the gym, everyone will laugh at me!” 
“If I go on the staff do, I won’t know who to 
sit with and I’ll feel stupid!”
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7. Setting yourself up to fail… 

This is about your expectations and 
standards. Often your targets are too high 
and so you often fail to achieve them. You 
become very aware of the things we have 
not done and your thinking often starts 
with words like “should”

8. Blame me… 

You believe everything is your fault, even though 
you have no control over what is happening.

Your bus breaks down part way to your 
destination, you think “This bus was fine until I  
got on it”

Your friend doesn’t see you and walks past 
without saying anything, you think “I must have 
done something wrong!”
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