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Introduction: why look at thinking habits?

As human beings who have learnt language, we @tde not
only in the real world, which certainly brings usse problems,
but also in the world created by our thoughts, Wwhian bring
many more. The writer Mark Twain observedjy’ life has
been filled with many tragedies, most of which neeeurred”

You may have noticed that much of the time thera sort of
running commentary going on in your head. Most®talk or
think to ourselves as we go about our daily lives.

you can do
it!
This self-talk may be encouragiragoo

don't be so

weak

or critical RS
or moaning and muttering
O

or fantasising

And then they
lived happily
ever after ....

You may find it helps to express how you feel bytiwg or drawing,
or perhaps singing or dancing. Notice the diffeeehetween allowing
yourself to feel and the kind of ‘thinking abouthigh as we have seen
leads into proliferation, making a big deal, selabysis, etc.

7. Cultivate new habits of mind

Sometimes it is helpful to direct attention to otlaspects of our
experience, aspects which we are probably not ingtid we are
caught up in thoughts. For example, to get odhefthinking mind we
canpay attention to what we can hear, see, smell, feellThere is
always information flowing into the body from thenses. It gets
easier to shift attention with practice, so atmmtiraining involves
doing this deliberately for a few minutes at seids each day.
Mindfulness meditation is helpful in both noticing and letting go of
unhelpful thinking. Ask your mental health worl@rtherapist if you
want to learn more about this option.

When the time feels right, perhaps after deprestias lifted, you
might also think about ways of cultivating curigséind interest, good-
will towards yourself and others, and so on.

This famous Japanese haiku by Basho may capturetsmm of a more helpful approach to life:

The old pond,
A frog jumps in:
Plop.
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4. Tackle any underlying problems that can be tacldd

Undone tasks hanging over us make rumination mkety! Making
those telephone calls, paying those bills, etc.reafly take a weight
off your mind and reduce rumination. You might Wwada revisit
Booklet Five on avoidance and Booklet Six on probkolving.

5. Make a list of activities to switch to when younotice rumination

It is particularly helpful to find activities thaire absorbing and require
us to use our minds in a different walghysical exercisecan often do
this, especially if it involves some effort (so Wialg fast may be more
effective than walking slowly, for example). If yodentified flow’
activities when doing Booklet Four, these are also likely éoviery
good antidotes to rumination. If the ruminationréasonably light,
any change in activity or environment can help, geample, simply
moving to a different room. If the thoughts havevexy intrusive
quality, and just keep coming back, be gentle watrself. Try not to
get into a struggle with your mind. See if you edlow the thoughts
to be there in the background while you get on witter things. Try
some of the other suggestions below.

6. Express your feelings in a different way

Stopping rumination is not about suppressing emetioln fact the
opposite, because rumination is about thinking eratihan feeling.
Analysing problems intellectually can block emotbaxperiencing.
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To a surprisingly large extent our experience of fe is the way
it is because of what we are saying to ourselves.

Just as with any other behaviour, some self-talkakpful, and
some is definitely not.

When faced with problems, much of our thinking sturally
enough about those problems. This is obviouslydgbing if it
helps us solve those problems and move forwardyeasaw in
Booklet Six.

However, spending a lot of time dwelling on diffices can have
the opposite effect: it can solidify depression amake it harder
to take any practical steps that might be needesbtb out the
problems. This vicious circle was one of the dspien traps
outlined in Booklet One.

problems

spend it
thinking

about
problems

feel bad

withdraw,
avoid




The difference between helpful and
unhelpful thinking

Unhelpful thinking tends to go round and round, geting
more tangled, and_going nowhere.

It tends to drain energy, increase tension, an@étonood,
making it more difficult, not easier, to solve f@blems that
it is trying to address.

Dwelling on problems for lengthy periods of times@metimes
calledrumination .

thinking

N

thinking

same old
thoughts
again

more of
the same

more thinking

2. Spot rumination as early as you can

Increase your awareness of your rumination pattbynsontinuing to
keep a record. See how quickly you can notice mation when it
starts. You could also set an alarm to go offrapa time of day when
you often ruminate. Note what your mind was umteen the alarm
went off.

3. Be very clear about whether or not rumination ishelping you

It is difficult to stop ruminating if you believéat it is important, that
you should be doing it. If you find that your ruration has a very
strong pull keep a record of the consequence®oes it lead you to
feel calmer, more motivated, more content, momaae with life, more
at peace with yourself?

You could also trgetting aside half an hour a day to ruminateand
observe when it helps by solving problems, or adieg to useful
insights, etc. and when it doesn't.

An alternative is to try th& minute rule: when you notice you are
dwelling on a problem, keep going for 5 minutesheil if it hasn’t
helped, do something else.

Ask yourself, is there some fear around that somegthbad might
happen if you stopped? If there is, is there a ysaycan check it out?
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A plan to tackle unhelpful thinking

We hope that having worked through the booklet this you now
have a good sense of whether rumination is a signif feature of
your depression. If it is, we hope you are alsw iable to describe
what it is like and notice when it happens.

Becoming aware of these patterns of thought isetbsential first
step. However, ingrained habits take time to cbasg this may be
the beginning of a longer process.

Below are some suggestions of possible next stdpse are spaces
for you to make notes of ideas you want to takevéod. Do talk to
your therapist or mental health worker about thepsut you might
need to continue this process.

1. Reduce the opportunities

You may be able to do this by making changes to youtine. For
example, if you notice that you are particularlglined to ruminate
while lying in bed in the morning, try getting uprker. If specific
events seem to trigger rumination (e.g. meetingsaak), then plan
something distracting as soon as possible aftetritpger (e.g. you
might arrange to see a friend after work that day).
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Of course not all thinking is unhelpful.

Helpful thinking moves us forwards.

It usually makes things feel clearer and is somesiassociated with
increased energy, a sense of ease, and a sligig if mood.

thinking

Helpful thinking about problems is sometimes calieftection. It
usually has a lighter, more balanced feel than kpfilerumination.



Thinking patterns as habits

Thinking patterns are learnt habits. All habitsetéime to change, but it
can be particularly difficult when the habit hactme so automatic that
we are hardly aware that we are doing it. Thismadhat the first step
towards changing is teotice when it is happening A good way to do

this is bykeeping a record There is space to do this on pages 20-21.

This isn’t easy because most of us are not useligerving the activity
of our own minds. We tend to look at the worldbtigh our thoughts
rather than look at the thoughts themselves. Alk@tsunglasses, we
may forget we are wearing them, even though théyuc@verything.

So before starting your record, it may be helpduljet some ideas about
what it is you are looking out for. The next feages describe some
common characteristics and common patterns of pfiehinking. It
isn’t possible to cover everything and your owrtgrais may well be
different from the ones described here, but hopethls will get you
started in discovering your own.

Common characteristics of unhelpful thinking

Unhelpful thinking often has at least
one of the following characteristics:
* As we have already noted, it is .

repetitive, it tends to go round thoughts

again

and round \

thinking

N\

thinking

/

more of
the same

thinking

3. What were the main themes and patterns?

Identifying the patterns and giving them a namel{sas ‘if only’, etc.)
can help us to step out of them. Did you notide Happening at all
OVET ThE WEEK? .ttt

4. Did ruminating feel important at the time?
If it did, did you get a sense of what you wererngyto achieve?

5. The consequences of the rumination
After ruminating what was your mood liKe? ...cceeeiviviiiiiiiiniiiiiieeiiee,

Did you feel more at peace with yourself and theld® .......................
Did you feel more or less able to tackle your peotd? ........................

Did you feel more or less optimistic about the fafu............................

If you are not sure about the consequences, yoaloays try it now.

. First rate your mood .............

. Then spend 5 minutes ruminating on one of the tisgroa identified.
. Now rate your mood again. ...............

What did YOU ODSEIVE? ... e
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Learning from the rumination record

1. When and where did rumination happen?

Times of day? ..ccooeeeeeiii e

Estimate of how much of each day was spent rummgati.......................
PIACES? ..ttt e ettt
Alone Or WIth OtNEIS? ...ttt e e e e e e e e e e e e e
N )V (o o =T 53R

Rumination often happens if we have a lot of emptstructured time.
Was that the case for you Or NOt? ........ccccieiiiieeeeee e
ANy Other ODSErVALIONS? ........ouuuiiieeees s e e e e e e e e e e e

Any changes you could make to your routines to cedhe opportunities
for rumination?

2. When you were ruminating, what were you NOT doig?

Dwelling on problems can be a form of avoidance.islas if we kid
ourselves that we are tackling a problem, wheratity all we are doing
is thinking about it (or wishing the problem didrekist, or thinking
about something else).

Look back at your record. If you hadn’t been ruating, what would
you have been doing iNsStead? ..............ceeeemmmuiiiiiiiiii e

Do you have undone chores, things hanging ovetlyatare
contributing to your rumination? If so, what aney?

It oftenproliferates. _ -
For example’ It may start from anroyedme annoyed me

. Just now today
one mistake made to today, but
then go onto a couple from last
Ithe th

week, another from last month, ikt

. that have ever
and so on. More seems to stick annoyzd me i
to it as it goes round, a bit like a } o

annoyed me
snowball. recently
Chnes A

* Sometimes, it is likdiased reporting, as if

° trying to make a more sensational story by
presenting the evidence all on one side, blowing
things out of proportion, exaggerating and make
a big deal when in fact this is quite unnecessary.
(Who is listening, anyway?)

» It often has quite a pull. There may#&®eense that it is important
and that other things are unwanted distractiong. nvdly notice
some irritation when other demands intrude.

Common patterns and themes

The next few pages outline some common pattertismfing that can
be unhelpful if they go on for too long. Some nhayfamiliar or be
similar in some way to your own thinking patterr@3t they may just
give you some clues as to the kind of thing to lewk You may want
to have second look after you have kept your owongof thinking
habits.




Common patterns of unhelpful thinking Your rumination record

As we have already seen, depression often staitistings going

wrong. WHERE

HOW IT MIGHT SERVE ME

RESULT / COMMENTS

When something goes wrong, it is natural enoughytto understand
why.

1. WHY? something goes wrong

WHY?
Why did it happen?

Why did it happen to

me?

The problem is that often there is no satisfactorgwer, and what's
more, we can easily jump onto a train of thought th just a fast track
into depression.

For example, one thing we have often learnt to demthings go
wrong is totry to decide whose faultit was. One possibility that is
likely to come to mind is that it was our faulta drder to figure out if

this is true, if it really is our fault, we may dté&rying to analyse our
character, look for examples of mistakes or fagingthe past, etc.
Of course, anyone looking for flaws in their chaeacpast mistakes
and failings, etc. will be able to find them. $can go a bit like this:
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o : , something
One way to approach this is to make one entry dagh However, if you find g0es Wrong
it more helpful you could collect your examples iojsst a couple of days. .

1
DAY THEME WHEN , 2. CHARACTER ANALYSIS: Whose fault
A FAST TRACK INTO DEPRESSION wasit?
1

—

Was it my
fault?

2 try to figure out by analysing character
and remembering past failings

find lots of examples

feel depressed and hopeless J

4 People who experience depression are particuli&eiylto blame
themselves for things that go wrong. This has loadled depressive
attributional bias. It makes sense that this patbéthought would
lead to depression because if we think the causeowaown personal
weakness, it is very difficult to see ways to m#kags go better in

5 future.
So not only is this a fast track into feeling deyse, but it also tends
to undermine motivation and problem solving. Itkesit harder to

6 activate ourselves.

It can feel important (when | understand what iswg with me, | will
be able to put it right?), but very rarely is.
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As we have already seen, when something goes viragery
common to have the thought that others will blammeand think it is

HOW IT MIGHT SERVE ME

RESULT / COMMENTS

our fault.
WHERE
This can lead us onto a train of thought defendimgelves from this Mostly at home
imagined attack.
3. PREPARING THE CASE
FOR THE DEFENCE goes rong
1

[ think I am trying to
understand if it could have
turned out differently and
whether there is any chance of
getting back together and
making it work (but part of me
knows there isn't really)

| felt very miserable; It makes
me want to isolate and not
see anyone

ETOEEE  Lying n bed (not
EEEN wanting to get

Not sure (poss’ubLg [ am
trying to find excuses for
not doing awgthiwg)

Made e feel very down, |
felt better when ( finally

got Wp

Wp)
imagine all the critical things they
might think and say
hold an imaginary conversation J At work
explaining why it wasn't my fault

|— anxious, preoccupied

Of course there are some occasions when this candbel.

76 find out whether [ should
quig or keep (rying; and

| posszbly” also (o (v (o nog feel
the horrable craticised feeling

7435 75 porntless because [
am not gorng (o qui. I¢
would be beter (o (ry (o
learn from the réedback
but thag zs g big scary in
case [ can ¢ do 1¢ (which
starts me off againy)

Wherever I was!
However, quite often the entire scenario is onkyrig place in our

imagination, and simply leads to anxious preocdopatindeed,
sometimes the only critic is ourselves. No-one edistening.

[ am trying to rewrite history.
I don’t want to accept that |
made an idiot of myself.

It doesn’t work! I can’t
change what happened.

10
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Before keeping your own record you might like tokat these examples.

We can all find it very difficult to accept sometbe bad things that
happen, things that we really didn’'t want to happ&here is a very
human tendency to go back over events trying tarégput how things

could have turned out differently. This can eakdbd to a pattern of

thinking commonly know as IF ONLY-ing (or in tecleal jargon,
upward counterfactual thinking).

something
bad happens

4. IF ONLY .....

how did it
happen?

go back over events to figure out J
ways it might not have happened
imagine how life would be if only it J

hadn't happened

| remember that it did
happen
feel bad all over again

It is easy to see how this thinking can go round @und. In the short
term we might even feel better for a while as wagme how things

DAY THEME WHEN |

Monday | Why did my relationship end and | On and off all day but especially
why has it upset me so much and [ while watching TV in the
why cant | get over it like evening and hearing music that
normal person would reminds me of good times in the
(WHY and Self-criticism) past

Mownday | All the things that are wrong | First thing in the morning
with my current situation '
(What is wrong with mg\job,
what is wrong with where | Live,
ete.)
(Reasons to be depressed?)

Monday | Whether [ am up (o my job or |After getting some negative
not foedback from my boss
(character analysis)

Monday |Why didn’t [ say what | wanted | All day when [ wasn’t doing

to say to Rob?
(IF ONLY)

anything else; it kept coming
back into my mind

might have turned out the way we wanted. Howealétpo soon, we
are faced again with the painful reality that whappened happened,
and we can’t change it.

18

This kind of IF ONLY thinking is very normal, buaio be a problem if
it becomes a habit.
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You can probably see from some of the examplesave hlready looked
at, that some internal talk (or thinking) is abasttrying to convince
ourselves of something. Perhaps to convince orgse¢hat something
was not our fault, for example. Sometimes we msy be trying to
convince ourselves that we do not care.

We generally feel bad when bad things happen. \gatrfeel sad,
angry, ashamed, vulnerable, guilty, or all of thiéssegs. That’s normal.
However, it is also very understandable that weld/eametimes try to
protect ourselves from these feelings, perhapsweiing our
expectations of other people, or of what life leasefter.

The problem is that our experience of life is ieficed a great deal by

what we tell ourselves, and if we keep on about powatless it all is, that
is how it starts to feel. We numb happiness jushash as sadness.

loss or defeat
b 1
possibility of feeling
sad
tell myself | don't care J
after all life is pointless, meaningless J
| best not to expect
anything from life

5. 1DON’T CARE

12

Over time these patterns of thinking can becomeaingd habits.
When this happens, it is harder to notice and fhezdharder to
stop.

Sometimes we might notice the pattern but worryualdat would
happen if we stopped thinking in this way.

If we can’t find an answer, or we don't like thesarer we find, then
it is all too easy to respond by just trying har@erd just end up
more entangled and confused.

more
confused

less
motivated

situation
unchanged

17



Why do we persist with unhelpful thinking when we

aren't getting anywhere?

Usually the problems we are dwelling on are impurta us, and it can
seem important to figure them out. This meansgbatetimes people
keep thinking about their problems because theyrgireg to get to an
answer, to get a better understanding of what bae grong.

Therefore even if it to find out

unpleasant to think where |
wentwrong

about problems, we
carry on because we
believe it will help in

the long run. to make sure

Idon't make

. inki Lhe same
Here are just a few of mistake

things that we might
be trying to achieve o

when we keep s
thinking about \

problems. thinking

thinkirg

/w |

thinkivg 7 towork out
my defense

to convince
myselfit

wasn't my
fault
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We have already seen that when bad things happetend to ask
why. Depression is no exception to this, so wlmmeone has
experienced depression they naturally enough askgblves why:
Why did | get depressed?

We also learn from an early age that others exgetd be able to
provide reasons for our behaviour. They &9ky are you lateWhy
did you do this? Why didn’t you do tha&nd then,Why are you
depressed? There can be pressure to come up with some asswe

6. REASONS TO BE
DEPRESSED

depression

hy?
think about all the bad things that J

might have caused it

| feel
INEEE

It can feel helpful to have ‘good reasons’ to expltaur depression to
others. These reasons appear to justify beingedepd. However,
dwelling on reasons for depression may just makieelsvorse. We
may start to believe that depression is inevitalbléch can make us
less able to see, and therefore sometimes lesstopére
possibilities for change.

13



Criticism is often used to try to make people bedvedo better.
Much of the time, it is used with good intentiorf3arents often
criticise their children when they want them towdell, to succeed,
to be happy. As we grow up, we learn to do theesemourselves
and others. Our inner talk may be full of critrois In small doses
this may be helpful, but what is the effect of tnach negative
criticism? Does it increase motivation and confickshDoes it
help? Or does it do the opposite?

7. INNER CRITICISM
wrong

I—l

want things to
improve

ey

self: point out all my fallings so | will

do better next time others: think about how
they have let you down
feel bad, ashamed, J
weak feel angry, mean

Inner criticism does nothing to change the outsiddd.
It does, however, change our experience of livinthe world.
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How often do you think you get caught up in theseitferent

thinking habits?

THINKING PATTERN

rarely sometimes often

1. Why? (without finding an answer)

2. Character analysis(what is wrong with me)

3. Preparing the case for the defence
(against imagined criticism)

4. If only (things had turned out differently)

5. 1 don’t care (and here are all the reasons | a
right not to care)

6. Reasons to be depressed
(which explain or justify the depression)

7. Inner criticism (of myself and/or others)

And what about these?

THINKING PATTERN

rarely sometimes often

8. Plotting (how | will get my own back)

9. Comparing (who am | doing worse than? who 3
| doing better than? who is luckier than me? Etc.)]

10. Driving yourself hard (you mustdo this, you

mustdo that, try harder, you can’t take a break .

By the way, if you have said ‘often’ to quite a fegplease try to avoid going
back into ‘why?’ or ‘what is wrong with me’ etaght now. Please don't
ruminate about rumination! Also, remember, no-snenmune from these
thought patterns. They do not mean that you ade draveak, or wrong, or

stupid. Just human.
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