
How to Use a Thought Record
While variations exist, a typical thought record involves several columns to
systematically analyze a distressing event:

Situation: What happened? Briefly describe the specific activating event or situation
that triggered a change in your emotions. Be factual and avoid interpretation. When and
where? If helpful, note the date, time, and location. Who was involved? 

Emotions: How did you feel? Identify the emotions you experienced (e.g., sad, anxious,
angry, frustrated, ashamed). Rate the intensity: On a scale of 0-100%, how strong was
each emotion?

Automatic Thoughts (and Images): What thoughts or images went through your mind?
These are the immediate, often unexamined thoughts or beliefs ( that pop up in response
to the situation. They can be statements, questions, or mental pictures. Identify the "hot
thought": Which thought is most strongly linked to your intense emotion?

Evidence For the Thought: What facts or observations support your automatic thought?
Try to be objective.

Evidence Against the Thought: What facts or observations contradict your automatic
thought? This is crucial for challenging distorted thinking. Consider alternative
explanations: What else could be true? What would you tell a friend in this situation?

Alternative/Balanced Thought: Given all the evidence, is there a more balanced,
realistic, or helpful way to think about the situation? The goal isn't to be overly positive,
but to create a more accurate and constructive thought.

Rate Emotions Now: How do you feel now after reviewing the evidence and forming a
balanced thought? Re-rate the intensity of your initial emotions, and note any new
emotions.

The Thought Record Advantage
The "Thought Record" is a core tool from Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) designed
to help individuals identify, challenge, and ultimately change unhelpful thinking
patterns that contribute to emotional distress and maladaptive behaviors.

How It Works
The thought record works by leveraging the core principle of
CBT: that our thoughts, feelings, and behaviors are
interconnected. Often, negative or distorted automatic thoughts
or beliefs lead to negative emotions and unhelpful behaviors.
The thought record helps to break this cycle in several ways:

Increased Self-Awareness: It helps you become more aware of
your internal dialogue and how specific situations trigger
particular thought patterns and emotional responses.

Identification of Cognitive Distortions: By systematically
examining your thoughts, you can identify common "thinking
errors" or cognitive distortions (e.g., catastrophizing, all-or-
nothing thinking, mind-reading, personalization).

Cognitive Restructuring: The process of gathering evidence for
and against your thoughts, and then formulating an alternative,
more balanced thought, allows you to challenge the validity of
unhelpful beliefs.

Emotional Regulation: By changing your thoughts, you can
reduce the intensity of distressing emotions. A more balanced
perspective often leads to a more manageable emotional state.

Problem-Solving: By gaining clarity on your thoughts, you can
approach situations more rationally and develop more adaptive
coping strategies.

WWW.RICKYWAITECONSULTING.COM/RESOURCES
 2025 Ricky Waite Consulting, LLC 

Supporting Research: Vonk, M. E., & Early, T. J. (2009). Cognitive-behavioral therapy. In A. R.
Roberts (Editor-in-Chief), Social workers' desk reference (2nd ed., pp. 242–247). Oxford
University Press.



THOUGHT RECORD

Situation Emotions 
(Rate%)

Automatic
Thoughts 
(and Images)

Evidence For the
Thought

Evidence Against
the Thought

Alternative/ Balanced
Thought

Emotions Now 
(Rate%)

My boss gave me negative
feedback on a report.

Anxious (80%),
Discouraged (70%)

I'm going to get fired.
I'm not good enough for

this job. I always mess
things up.

My boss specifically
said the report had

errors. I did feel
overwhelmed while

writing it.

My boss said it was a
'minor' issue. I've received

positive feedback on
other projects. Everyone

makes mistakes. I was
able to correct the errors.

While I made some mistakes on
this report, I'm capable of

learning and improving. This
feedback is an opportunity for

growth, not a sign of failure.

Anxious (30%), 
Hopeful (40%)
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