
This is a story I tell frequently. It 
is a true story I use to drive home 
a point.  
 
I once bumped into a colleague 
below my block of flats. He 
introduced me to his cousin, a 
neighbour who lives three floors 
below me. I did not know of her 
existence until that day. But since 
then, I would run into her in 
different parts of our estate.  
 
I use this story to drive home a 
point about Automatic Negative 
Thoughts (ANTs) to my clients. 
Very often, they don’t know what 
ANTs are and quite sure they don’t 
‘harbour’ them. And of course, 
they soon realise otherwise. Like 
the neighbour in the above story, 
some things exist but outside of 
our awareness. As a result, they 
slip in and out of our world, 
without us paying much attention 
to them. When we become aware 
of their existence, we recognise 
them right away whenever they 
appear. ANTs is one of those 
things. 
 
Everyone has Automatic Negative 
Thoughts. These are different 
from thoughts we create in our 
conscious minds. They creep in, 
often unnoticed, even when we 
are not thinking. At other times, 
they are triggered by situations we 
get into. In cases of depression 
and anxiety disorder, the rate at 
which ANTs are churned out, 
worsened by hormonal imbalance, 
can become intolerable and affect 
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daily functioning. They are damaging.  
One example of ANTs is ‘self-pity 
thoughts’ which we will discuss in this 
article. 
 
When an infant or a young child is 
upset or distressed, he resorts to self-
soothing. He may suck his thumb or 
maybe hug his bear tightly. If 
experiences of distress are repeated 
and there is no input to negate the 
hurt, self-soothing crosses into self-
pity. A sense of being victimised 
develops. This sense, over time, 
grows into a negative belief. The 
belief is not consciously created. It is 
tied closely to emotions experienced, 
in this case, during repeated 
distressing times. The child may 
believe ‘Bad things happen to me all 
the time.’ ‘I have no control over bad 
things happening to me.’ ‘The world is 
so unfair to me.’ ANTs may come in 
the form of ‘Poor me!’ ‘Why me?’ ‘I 
am the unfortunate one.’ 
 
This child carries that belief system 
into adulthood. Even if he is out of the 
distressing circumstances of earlier 
years, ANTs of self-pity continue to be 
activated. Due to his years of sub-
conscious ‘thinking habit’, they have 

become built-in. They become a 
part of his ‘default solution’ 
whenever he encounters 
distressing situations, even a part 
of his identity. 
 
Our thoughts and emotions drive 
our behaviour. ANTs tied to 
negative emotions predictably 
result in self-defeating behaviour. 
The adult with self-pity thoughts is 
often consumed by the 
accompanying emotions of anger, 
shame, self-blame, blaming others 
etc. Self-pity emotions weigh one 
down so badly that he is drained 
and cannot channel energy into 
generating constructive solutions 
to his issues. Trapped and 
overwhelmed, the person may 
resort to behaviours of self-harm, 
numbing or escapism. 
 
The root of ANTs lies in the 
inherent need of a human being to 
constantly make sense and 
meaning of his experiences. Self-
pity served the function of helping 
the child to cope. At least it helped 
him make some sense of what was 
happening to him even if it was 
untrue and inaccurate. The coping 
mechanism of a helpless child 
however becomes a liability when 
the person moves on to adulthood. 
We were subtly misled into 
thinking that we were self-
nurturing because our self-pity 
soothed us. True self-care is 
learning to get out of the 
destructive trap of self-pity. A new 
way of coping is needed. 

 

Volume 5 Issue 4 (2014) 



“I am not what happens to me. I choose who I become.” ~Carl Jung 

 

ANTs are often also referred to as ‘Automatic Negative Self-Talk’ They 

communicate messages into our being whether we know it or not or like it or 

not. ‘The person doesn’t like me’  ‘I will disappoint her’, ‘Bad things always 

happen to me’. As they originate from our limited capacity in childhood and 

by default, negative human nature, their source is unreliable, limiting and 

inaccurate. ANTs are hence untrue, unhelpful and need undoing.   

 

What is the strategy? Let’s call it ‘Catch, Check, and Change.’  

 

ANTs thrive and cause damage because we allow them free access, unchecked. When they have that, they affect 

our emotions and drive our behaviour, often laughing away at the trail of destruction they leave behind. We need to 

catch them, to take captive of them. To do that, we have to be able to recognise them so that we know what we are 

looking for. This requires very deliberate effort, close attention and vigilance. It is detective –like work of the 

psychological kind.  

 

Every time we feel that a thought fits into the profile of being untrue, unhelpful and inaccurate, it needs to be caught. 

The challenge in doing this is, we are so familiar and at home with untruths, inaccuracy and unhelpfulness that they 

can easily slip past us.  

 

With the understanding of ANTs of self-pity, starting with catching these is a good place. They are often the easiest to 

identify. (Subsequent articles will look more closely at the different types of unhelpful thoughts and ways of debunking 

them.) 

 

Let’s examine two common self-pity ANTs and illustrate how we can catch, check and change them.   

 

Since ANTs are tied with emotions, the best time to catch them is during an emotional episode. We are often carried 

away by our emotions. For a change, pause, take a step back. Make it a habit to catch what has triggered the 

emotions. This is a new habit worth forming.  

 

Recognising ANTs and catching them is insufficient. It may even leave one with feelings of despair and helplessness. It is 

like watching a burglar come into your home and letting him walk off with your goods without taking action. Catch 

them to check them. Subject each thought to thorough scrutiny. What is this thought doing to me? How is it making me 

feel? What sensations are triggered? In which part of the body?  Then, change them. Replace them with helpful 

thoughts. 

 

‘Poor me’ – drains one of energy which could otherwise be channelled towards constructive solutions. It weighs us 

down and leaves us with no mental space or strength to generate other options. It makes us stuck and feel trapped. 

   

Changing the above ANTs can be in the form of challenging them and reframing them into helpful, more accurate 

and realistic self-talk. For example, “I have been through tough times as a child. I could not control what happened to 

me. I am now an adult. Yes, this situation is distressing. It is not the same as what happened to me when I was young. I 

can choose to respond differently. I will now assume responsibility and look for more constructive solutions to my 

current situation.” Drill the truth into your conviction and meditate on them. 

 

‘Bad things happen to me all the time.’ This ANT is an example of ‘generalisation’. Bad things happen to me ALL the 

times suggests that there has never been a time when a good thing happened to us. How we came to that conclusion 

is due to mental filtering at work. A common mental habit we form. We filter out and dismiss good things that happen 

to prove that point to ourselves. 

 

Change the above thought by challenging its truth. Recall times when good things happen. Debunk and change the 

self-talk.  

 

When allowed free rein, ANTs begin to run our lives, affect our relationships, ruin our health and thwart our destiny. We 

cannot become the person we are supposed to be. Catching, checking and changing them is the antidote. This 

requires effort, practice and a decision to exercise the choice to bring about change. You have what it takes but will 

you rise to the challenge? 
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