SELFIMPROVECOACH / CBT PRACTICAL TOOLS

Thought Record Troubleshooting

A practical decision guide for beginner CBT therapists

01 Start with the purpose, not the form

A thought record helps a client notice a specific situation, the meaning they gave it, emotional responses and
possible alternative interpretations. It is a collaborative learning tool, not a test or a requirement to think

positively.

02 The quick troubleshooting pathway

1 NOTICE

2 CLARIFY

3 SUPPORT

4 TEST

5 REVIEW

What part is difficult?

Ask the client where they got stuck.

Is the example specific?

Anchor to one recent moment.

Is the task too demanding?

Model one column together.

Does the new view fit?

Check evidence and credibility.

Did it help learning?

Adapt or change the approach.

03 First checks before troubleshooting

Check understanding, literacy and language needs, distress level, attention, accessibility, cultural fit and whether
the record connects to the client's agreed goals. Ask permission to simplify or pause.
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Common sticking points

Observe the difficulty, explore possible causes, then try a proportionate adjustment
04 Problem-to-response reference

"l cannot think of a thought"

POSSIBLE REASON: Emotion or body sensation is easier to recall.

TRY: Replay a specific moment; ask "What did that mean to you?"

"Everything is a thought"

POSSIBLE REASON: Situation, emotion and interpretation are mixed.

TRY: Sort one example into event / feeling / thought.

"l have no evidence against it"

POSSIBLE REASON: Belief feels certain or threat is real.

TRY: Validate facts; explore missing information without arguing.

"The balanced thought feels fake"

POSSIBLE REASON: Alternative is overly positive or imposed.

TRY: Invite the client to write a modest, believable possibility.

"The form makes me more anxious"

POSSIBLE REASON: Too much detail, rumination or high arousal.

TRY: Pause; ground; shorten the task or use a verbal review.

"l never complete it at home"

POSSIBLE REASON: Task may be unclear, lengthy or poorly timed.

TRY: Agree a tiny trial; plan when, where and how to do it.

05 When more information is needed

If distress rises sharply, the task repeatedly increases rumination, or there are safety concerns, stop forcing the record.
Reassess suitability and formulation, and follow local risk and supervision procedures.
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Use, adapt and review

A worked example, collaborative prompts and a reusable mini-checklist

06 Worked example: after a meeting

Situation and initial thought

A client spoke briefly in a meeting, then thought: "I sounded foolish; everyone noticed." Anxiety: 80/100. They cannot
identify evidence against the thought.

07 Therapist response: stay curious

Clarify "What did you notice that led you to that conclusion?"
Explore "What else did people do or say in the meeting?"
Broaden "Is there a less absolute way to describe what happened?”
Check "How believable does that alternative feel, 0-100?"

08 A small next step

Client-generated possibility: "I felt awkward and may have stumbled, but | do not know what everyone thought." If
useful, agree to notice one observable response at the next meeting rather than trying to read minds.

09 Before you finish: quick reference
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