Top Ten Forms of Twisted Thinking

Inspired by The Feeling Good Handbook (Burns, 1989)
Ten cognitive distortions- based on irrational beliefs, generalizations, and mind reading- that lead to anticipatory anxiety, fear, and unresourcefulness. 
1. All or nothing thinking:  you see things in black and white.  If a situation falls short of perfect, you see it as a total failure.  Examples: “If I stutter in the interview, I will not get the job.”  
      This is like a mental math equation: “stuttering = failure.”   

a. Have you ever experienced a stutter and things turned out alright?

b. Who taught you that black and white thinking?

c. Do you recommend that thinking to another person?

d. Think of a sport, music instrument or similar skill that black and white thinking is not tolerated.  _______________

2. Overgeneralization:  you see a single negative event, such as stuttering during an   introduction, as a never-ending pattern of defeat.  Example: “I stuttered again introducing myself in front of a group.  I’ll never get better!  I can never say my name!”  (also black/white thinking)
3. Mental Filter:  You pick out a single detail and dwell on it exclusively, so that your vision of reality becomes darkened.   Example:  you do a 5 minute oral presentation, you have a few big stutters, and you replay those in your mind over and over.  You obsess about your reaction for days- like replaying a bad movie- and ignore any positive outcomes.  (What about the other 1,000 words?)   Example: you stutter during a sales pitch and think for sure the only reason you did not close the sale is your stutter.  Wouldn’t that mean that if you were fluent, you would close every sale?  What other variables are there: price, product, budget cut, etc.? 
4. Discounting the positive:   you reject positive experiences by insisting they do not count.  If you do a good job, you may tell yourself that it wasn’t good enough.  One man re-recorded his voice mail 25 times to get the ‘perfect’ one.  This man could not tolerate any noticeable stutter on a voicemail.  You can guess he was black/white thinking and mindreading?  What did he believe would happen if someone heard the stutter?  This is running a movie with only negative outcomes.
5. Jumping to conclusions: you interpret things negatively when there are no facts to support your conclusion.  This is mindreading or projecting: you project your negative thoughts into your listener’s brain without proof they are thinking it.  Examples: “if I stutter, she will not find me attractive.”  Another, “if I stutter around my boss, I will not get a promotion.”  
a. Who taught you that kind of thinking?
b. Does mindreading help you relax and feel confident?
c. You have friends with whom you initially feared stuttering around and they are still your friends.  So, mindreading is flawed, isn’t it?
6.   Magnification:  You exaggerate the importance of your problems and shortcomings, or you minimize the importance of your desirable qualities.  This is also called “binocular thinking.”   The “giant in chains complex” is feeling tied down by stuttering- stuttering is to blame for everything and makes us helpless.  What would Bill Walton, Johnny Damon, James Earl Jones, and Emily Blunt say to ‘stuttering makes us helpless?”  Heck NO.
7. Emotional Reasoning: You assume that your negative emotions necessarily reflect the way things really are: “I feel I will be seen as incompetent if I stutter.  That means everyone will think that about me.”  Or “My stutter was mocked by someone. This proves I am treated unfairly.”  Which other forms of twisted thinking are similar to emotional reasoning?
8. Should Statements: you tell yourself that things should be the way you hoped or expected them to be.  After a stutter on your name, you beat yourself up and say “I should just be able to say my name!*!*!”   After stuttering on the name of your job title, you seem sure your listener is thinking “he should just be able to say his name.”  

Should statements that are directed against yourself will lead to guilt and frustration.  Many people who begin speech therapy will personalize and punctuate a moment of stuttering by thinking “I should always say that smooth now.  I practiced before the phone call and still stuttered.”  
Many people try to motivate themselves with shoulds and shouldn’ts, as if they are delinquent who had to be punished before they could be expected to do anything.  I should work out…I should stop smoking….I should lose weight….I should do speech practice.  Change your self-talk to “I really want to ____.”  

9. Labeling:  Labeling is an extreme form of all-or-nothing thinking.  Instead of saying “I had a big speech block introducing myself,” you say “I’m a failure for stuttering.”  These labels are just useless abstractions that lead to anger, anxiety, frustration, and low self-esteem.  Labelers are often guilty of labeling others in an unjust way. 

 Labeling is quite irrational because you are not the same as what you do.  You- as a person- are more than stuttering!  How did you get your job if you feel stuttering is not tolerated at work?  
10. Personalization and blame: personalization occurs when you identify self with the stuttering: “stuttering means I am flawed,”  “stuttering means I cannot be promoted,”  “I am pitied because I stutter.”   Blaming others for stuttering is equally non-productive: “my boss gets me nervous and causes me to stutter,”  “the things people said to me when I stuttered as a kid cause me to stutter now.”  Stuttering is something you do but it does not define you!  Ultimately we have to take responsibility for our thoughts and feelings.
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