Common
Thought Distortions
Thought distortions are filters we apply to our thinking that distort the way we perceive the world.
Everybody experiences thought distortions. Have you ever told yourself that nothing was working out for
you? That is a very common distortion, because I can guarantee that something works out for you everyday
(starting with the fact that you wake up alive).
People will say, "it's just semantics", but by now you understand that semantics matter, that what you say to
yourself shapes your reality, which is why it is so important to catch and correct thought distortions.
These are 10 of the most common thought distortions - which ones do you use most
frequently?
1. All or nothing thinking: Also known as "black and white thinking", this is the tendency to
polarize issues, and say that we are failures or successes, right or wrong, good or bad. It happens
when we forget that most issues can been examined in shades of gray.
2. Minimizing/maximizing: Minimizing most often occurs when you discount a positive fact. Such
as when you tell yourself that an achievement doesn't matter because anyone could do it.
Maximizing is the opposite, making a mountain out of a molehill; focusing on a negative event and
making it bigger than it really is.
3. Tunnel Vision: Happens when we get caught looking at our world through a single and very
narrow lens. We see only what we expect and notice only confirmatory evidence.
4. Fortune Telling: Fortune telling is the tendency to assume that a theory you have about an
outcome is in fact reality. When you decide in advance that something will fail, without sufficient
proof of the outcome, that is fortune telling.
5. Mind Reading: Everyone does this, especially in stressful interactions. We assume we know what
others are thinking (usually about us and usually it is negative). Mind reading is to blame for at
least half of middle school girl friend fallouts.
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6. Personalization: I like to joke that personalizing a like having a mini god complex, because you tell
yourself that whatever is happening, it is because of you. Your friend is angry... must be your fault. A
group project falls short, your fault. Personalizing is the "all about me" distortion.
7. Labeling: This one
needs very little explanation.
When you affix a label to
someone or something it
shifts your full perception of
it. You will see what you
expect to see, so be very
careful of the labels you use.
8. Catastrophizing:
It is the tendency to identify,
assume and expect the
worst. The perceived
probability of the worst-case
scenario is inflated in the
person's mind, making it
seem much more likely to
them than it actually is.
9. Overgeneralizing: Any time you use words like "always", "never", "every time" (most commonly
uttered in arguments with others) you are over generalizing. When you overgeneralize, things appear
much worse than they actually are.
10. Shoulds: Shoulds needs to be reserved for facts, rules, and laws. If something does not fall within
that category try not to use "should". When you "should all over yourself" and you don't meet the
expectations set forth in the expectation that you "should" be doing something, it triggers guilt,
shame, and a sense of failure.
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