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An important idea in cognitive behavioral 
therapy (CBT) is that it is the meaning we 
give our experiences that influences how 
we feel. This explains why two people in the 
same situation can react very differently. 

Our underlying beliefs and assumptions – 
often unspoken ideas about who we are 
and how the world works – have a powerful 
influence on our thoughts and feelings. 
These beliefs and assumptions in turn stem 
from the experiences we’ve had. Most 
people are unaware of their underlying 
beliefs and rarely stop to question them.

Uncovering your deeper beliefs can help 
you understand why you tend to think in 
certain ways and why these thoughts are 
so upsetting. Underlying beliefs can be 
inaccurate, unfair, or unhelpful, but if you 
identify them, you can start to address 
them.

The Uncovering Your Deeper Beliefs exercise will help you:

•	 Identify beliefs and assumptions that influence how you think and feel, or 
which stop you from making positive changes in your life. 

•	 Figure out why you react with the same mood or behavior in certain situations.
•	 Understand why some of your thoughts are so distressing. 

How could this tool help me?

It’s best to complete this worksheet with the help of your therapist first.

•	 Situation. Describe a situation that upset or annoyed you. It could be a specific 
event, or an experience you always find difficult. 

•	 Key thought or image. Write down the single thought or image that best 
explains why you felt bad in this situation. If you had several thoughts, choose 
the one that’s most painful or seems most important. If it was an image, write 
down what it meant to you.

•	 Explore the belief underlying your negative thought. Ask yourself, “If this 
thought were true, why would it bother me? What would be the worst thing 
about it?” Record your answer in the first box, starting with, “It would mean…”. 
Question this thought in the same way: “If that thought were true, why would 
it bother me?” Continue until you either keep coming back to same thought 
or you notice a change in how you feel. These are both signs that you have 
identified an important belief. 

•	 Summarize your underlying belief and rate it. Your underlying belief might 
be a rule you follow in life (e.g., “If I make a mistake, it means I didn’t try hard 
enough”) or a blanket statement about yourself (e.g., “I am stupid”). Rate how 
much you believe this belief on a 0-100% scale.

•	 Reflect on your underlying belief. Does it explain your thoughts and feelings 
in the trigger situation? Could it be getting activated in other areas of your life? 
Does it lead to unhelpful behaviors or extreme reactions? If so, it might be an 
important belief to work on. 

How should I use it?

•	 Some beliefs are uncovered quickly, while others take a while to find. Continue 
questioning your thoughts until you discover a belief that explains your 
reaction in the trigger situation. Use a second page if you need to.

•	 When you question your thoughts, focus on what they mean to you (or about 
you) rather than your emotional reactions. 

•	 Questioning your thoughts with the same prompt can become repetitive. Use 
the alternative question suggestions to mix things up. 

Helpful tips

Uncovering Your Deeper Beliefs
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Continue asking yourself 
these questions until it feels 
like you keep coming back 
to the same underlying 
belief.

Uncovering Your Deeper Beliefs

Step 1: Start by describing a situation that always upsets you and the negative thoughts it leads to. 

Step 2: Explore the beliefs underlying your negative thought: If that thought were true, why would it bother you? What would 
be the worst thing about it? 

Step 3: The fi nal step is to read over your notes and have a go at summarizing your underlying belief.

Situation
Describe what happened.

My underlying belief
Your belief might be a personal rule (e.g., “If… Then…”) or an absolute statement (e.g., “I am …”). Rate how strongly you believe this 
(0–100%).

It would mean…

It would mean…

It would mean…

It would mean…

Key thought or image
Identify the most upsetting thought you had.

What would be 
most upsetting 
about that?

What would be 
most upsetting 
about that?

What would be 
most upsetting 
about that?

What would be 
most upsetting 
about that?

Asking yourself the same 
question can become 
repetitive. Other questions 
that might help uncover your 
underlying beliefs include:

• If that thought were true, then 
what?

• Why would I feel so bad about it?
• How would that be a problem for 

me?
• What would that say about me, 

other people, or the world?

If you run out of space 
carry on asking the same 
questions, or use a second 
piece of paper.
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Asking yourself the same 
question can become 
repetitive. Other questions 
that might help uncover your 
underlying beliefs include:

• If that thought were true, then 
what?

• Why would I feel so bad about it?
• How would that be a problem for 

me?
• What would that say about me, 

other people, or the world?

If you run out of space 
carry on asking the same 
questions, or use a second 
piece of paper.

I forgot my best friend’s birthday.

I let her down.

I’m such an inconsiderate friend.

I’m a selfi sh person.

I don’t deserve to have any friends.

I’m bad.

I am a bad person (95%).
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Giving a presentation at work.

Everyone can tell I’m anxious.

They think I can’t hack it.

I’m not as confi dent as they are.

There’s something different about me.

I’m a weirdo.

I’m weird (95%).
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