
Understanding and Overcoming Thinking 
Traps : A Complete Guie 

Every day, our minds interpret events and experiences. Sometimes these interpretations are 
distorted by thinking traps, also known as cognitive distortions. Psychologists Aaron Beck 
and David Burns popularized the idea that distorted thinking patterns can contribute to anxiety, 
depression and other emotional difficulties.  

Cognitive distortions are patterns of thinking that are tendencies rather than truths—they are 
often false or inaccurate and can cause psychological distress. Harvard Health explains that 
these unhelpful mental filters can increase misery, fuel anxiety and make us feel bad about 
ourselves. Understanding what these traps look like and learning to challenge them can 
improve decision‑making and emotional resilience. 

Several factors make us susceptible to thinking traps. Research in cognitive psychology 
suggests that human brains evolved a negativity bias—we are more likely to notice and 
remember threats than positives.  

Past trauma, mental‑health conditions and external influences such as social media can also 
reinforce distorted thinking. Cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) has shown that identifying and 
changing distorted thoughts is a key part of improving mood and behavior. This guide 
summarizes common thinking traps, provides examples, and offers practical strategies to avoid 
them. 

Common thinking traps (cognitive distortions) 

All‑or‑nothing thinking (black‑and‑white) 

●​ What it is: All‑or‑nothing thinking (also called black‑and‑white or dichotomous thinking) 
involves seeing situations only in extremes: success or failure, perfect or worthless. 
There is no middle ground.​
 

●​ Example: Believing that if you cannot work out for an hour, there is no point in exercising 
at all.​
 

●​ Why it’s a trap: This mindset ignores partial successes and subtle improvements. It can 
lead to discouragement and procrastination.​
 

●​ How to avoid: Recognize that most experiences fall on a spectrum. UAB’s psychology 
department notes that the antidote to all‑or‑nothing thinking is looking for “shades of 



gray” and being more flexible in your interpretation of situations. Remind yourself that 
doing some exercise is better than none.​
 

Overgeneralization 

●​ What it is: Overgeneralization occurs when we see broad patterns based on a single 
event and assume all future events will be the same.​
 

●​ Example: After one bad date, concluding that you will “never find love”.​
 

●​ Why it’s a trap: It labels occasional setbacks as permanent patterns and can create 
hopelessness.​
 

●​ How to avoid: Notice when words like “always,” “never” or “every time” appear in your 
thoughts. Skyland Trail suggests changing your language and recognizing that each 
situation is unique. Look for exceptions that contradict the overgeneralized belief.​
 

Mental filtering and discounting the positive 

●​ What it is: Mental or negative filtering means focusing only on negative details while 
filtering out positive aspects. Discounting the positive goes a step further by 
invalidating or “explaining away” good things that have happened.​
 

●​ Example: After giving a presentation, you dwell on the one audience member who 
looked bored and ignore the compliments you received.​
 

●​ Why it’s a trap: By ignoring or rejecting positive feedback, you reinforce feelings of 
inadequacy.​
 

●​ How to avoid: Deliberately acknowledge neutral or positive events. Skyland Trail 
recommends exercises that highlight neutral or positive aspects rather than exclusively 
focusing on negatives and encourages giving yourself credit for successes. Keep a 
gratitude journal or ask friends for balanced feedback.​
 

Magnification and minimization (binocular trick) 

●​ What it is: Magnification involves blowing things out of proportion, while minimization 
involves shrinking the importance of achievements or strengths. These distortions skew 
perspective, exaggerating failures and downplaying successes.​
 



●​ Example: Treating a small mistake as an “epic failure” or dismissing praise by saying, “It 
was just luck.”​
 

●​ Why it’s a trap: Magnification fuels anxiety and shame; minimization undermines 
confidence.​
 

●​ How to avoid: Practice balanced appraisal. Ask yourself whether the situation warrants 
the level of importance you’re giving it. Acknowledge both mistakes and achievements 
without exaggeration.​
 

Catastrophizing 

●​ What it is: Catastrophizing is focusing on the worst possible outcome and assuming it 
will happen.​
 

●​ Example: Worrying that a loved one is dead because they haven’t answered a text for a 
few hours.​
 

●​ Why it’s a trap: It increases anxiety by treating unlikely scenarios as near certainties.​
 

●​ How to avoid: Try de‑catastrophizing. UAB’s guide suggests assessing the worst‑case 
scenario, then asking how likely it is. Consider other outcomes and remind yourself of 
times when your worst fears did not come true. Ask how you would cope even if the 
worst happened; this can reduce fear and increase confidence in your resilience.​
 

Jumping to conclusions: mind reading & fortune telling 

●​ What it is: Mind reading is assuming you know what someone else is thinking without 
evidence. Fortune telling is predicting that things will turn out badly before they happen.​
 

●​ Example: Concluding that your boss dislikes you because she hasn’t answered your 
email or believing you will fail an exam, so you do not bother studying.​
 

●​ Why it’s a trap: These assumptions often reflect your fears rather than reality and may 
lead to avoidance or self‑fulfilling prophecies.​
 

●​ How to avoid: Check the facts and ask for clarification instead of assuming. Skyland 
Trail advises challenging these thoughts by considering alternative explanations and 
asking whether you have sufficient evidence. Remind yourself that you cannot truly know 
someone’s thoughts unless they tell you.​
 



Emotional reasoning 

●​ What it is: Emotional reasoning occurs when we treat feelings as facts, assuming that 
because we feel something, it must be true.​
 

●​ Example: “I feel anxious on this plane; therefore, something bad is about to happen”.​
 

●​ Why it’s a trap: Emotions are valid experiences but they do not always reflect objective 
reality. Interpreting them as facts can maintain anxiety and distort decisions.​
 

●​ How to avoid: Remind yourself that feelings are signals, not proofs. Examine objective 
evidence for and against your thoughts. Accept your emotions without allowing them to 
dictate conclusions.​
 

“Should,” “must” and “ought” statements 

●​ What it is: Rigid rules about how you or others should behave set unrealistic 
expectations. Failing to meet these standards leads to guilt or frustration.​
 

●​ Example: Believing you “should” never eat sweets, then feeling like a failure when you 
have a piece of cake.​
 

●​ Why it’s a trap: Unrealistic standards can undermine motivation and self‑worth.​
 

●​ How to avoid: Replace rigid rules with flexible goals. Skyland Trail suggests leaning into 
self‑compassion, setting realistic expectations and giving yourself grace when things 
do not go perfectly. Recognize progress over perfection.​
 

Labeling 

●​ What it is: Labeling means defining yourself or someone else by a single mistake or 
behavior.​
 

●​ Example: Calling yourself “a failure” after forgetting an appointment.​
 

●​ Why it’s a trap: Labels are rigid and global; they ignore context and block growth.​
 

●​ How to avoid: Separate actions from identity. Fact‑check your labels by looking for 
evidence to the contrary. Describe the specific behavior (“I missed an appointment”) 
rather than making a global judgment about yourself or others.​
 



Personalization and blame 

●​ What it is: Personalization involves blaming yourself for events outside your control, 
while blame shifts responsibility entirely onto others.​
 

●​ Example: Thinking you “failed as a parent” because your child struggles to make friends 
after moving.​
 

●​ Why it’s a trap: It leads to unnecessary guilt or resentment and ignores other 
contributing factors.​
 

●​ How to avoid: Ask yourself what aspects of the situation you truly control. Consider 
other factors that might have influenced the outcome. Share responsibility realistically 
rather than assuming total blame or none at all.​
 

Additional thinking traps 

Researchers have identified many other distortions, including: 

Distortion Key idea 

Filtering/Disqualifying the 
positive 

Ignoring or rejecting positive experiences while focusing on 
the negative. 

Comparison Judging yourself negatively by comparing one aspect of your 
life to others. 

Control fallacies Believing that you have no control over events (external 
control) or that you are responsible for everyone’s feelings 
(internal control). 

Fairness fallacy Assuming that life should always be fair and feeling resentful 
when it isn’t. 

Always being right Prioritizing being right over being calm or kind, which 
increases stress. 

Comparison Comparing yourself unfavorably to others, often without full 
information. 

Mental filter Dwelling on negative details while ignoring neutral or positive 
ones. 

Disqualifying the positive Explaining away successes as luck and refusing to accept 
compliments. 



How to catch and change thinking traps 
Recognizing and changing unhelpful thoughts takes practice, but several evidence‑based 
strategies can help. 

1.​ Awareness – “Catch it.” You cannot change thoughts you don’t notice. The NHS 
advises learning what kinds of thinking are unhelpful so that you can spot them. Keep a 
mental list of common traps and listen for them in your inner dialogue. Keeping a thought 
record (a structured journal of situations, thoughts and feelings) can help you document 
patterns.​
 

2.​ Check it. When you notice an unhelpful thought, pause and examine the evidence. The 
NHS suggests asking yourself questions such as: “How likely is the outcome I’m worried 
about?” “What evidence supports this thought?” and “Are there alternative 
explanations?”. Looking at the situation objectively can weaken distorted beliefs.​
 

3.​ Change it. After checking, try to reframe the thought. Replace extreme or negative 
statements with balanced, flexible ones. For example, change “I failed once; I’m 
hopeless” to “I didn’t do well this time, but I can learn and improve.” The NHS calls this 
the “catch it, check it, change it” technique. Even if you cannot fully change a thought, 
the act of questioning it can reduce its impact.​
 

4.​ Use thought records and mood journals. Skyland Trail recommends using tools like 
an automatic thought record, a feelings wheel or a mood journal to document 
thoughts and emotions and identify patterns. Recording the triggers, thoughts, feelings 
and behaviors helps you see connections and develop more constructive responses.​
 

5.​ Cultivate a growth mindset and self‑compassion. Recognize that skills and behavior 
can improve over time. Skyland Trail suggests focusing on small steps, celebrating 
progress and practicing positive self‑talk to build self‑esteem. Replace harsh 
self‑criticism with supportive, realistic statements.​
 

6.​ Use physical and emotional self‑care. Harvard Health notes that good mental 
habits—such as mindfulness, gratitude, exercise, sleep and connection—support 
healthier thinking. Physical sensations (hunger, fatigue) can influence thoughts; caring 
for your body can make it easier to challenge cognitive distortions.​
 

7.​ Seek professional support if needed. Changing entrenched thought patterns can be 
challenging. Harvard Health recommends working with therapists or coaches 
experienced in CBT. Skyland Trail adds that more intensive treatment programs may be 
necessary for severe or life‑interrupting symptoms. 
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