
‘Think about what you are 

thinking.’  This is a modern  

catchphrase.  The idea is only 

catching on but Aaron Beck, who 

started Cognitive-Behavioural 

Therapy (CBT) in the 60s already 

knew back then about the 

importance of confronting one’s 

hidden thoughts and beliefs.  

 

CBT believes that it is not situations 

we encounter that are themselves 

responsible for our responses.  It is 

not the traffic jam that causes our 

rage or the relationship break-up 

that spirals us into depression.  It is 

the thoughts, beliefs and 

associated emotions, triggered by 

the traffic jam or the break-up in 

the individual, that brings about 

his or her responses.  These 

thoughts, beliefs and associated 

emotions influence the way the 

person interprets the situations, 

resulting in his or her unique 

responses.  Hence different 

people respond differently to 

similar situations. 

 

CBT has been widely recognised 

for achieving high success rates 

with behaviour-related issues such 

as depression, rage, addiction, 

etc.  It ultimately aims to retrain 

the mind through self-awareness. 

When a person becomes aware 

of his unhelpful thinking habits 

and beliefs, he can explore new 

ways of thinking to change his 

responses and thereby improve 

his well-being. 

 

To achieve this goal, CBT uses the 

ABCDE model.  ‘A’ stands for 

Activating Event, ‘B’ for Beliefs, 

associated thoughts and 

emotions triggered by the event, 

C refers to the Consequences, ie. 

 Understanding Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) for self-help 

our emotional and behavioural 

responses to A. 

 

An Activating event is any situation 

or experience that becomes a 

trigger of consequences.  

 

B is the critical component of the 

model.  Beliefs, associated thoughts 

and emotions lurk undetected until 

confronted.  Questions such as 

‘What were we saying to ourselves 

when it happened?’, (Negative self-

talk) ‘What Automatic-Negative 

Thoughts (ANTs) were churned out?’ 

and ‘What accompanying beliefs 

and emotions surfaced?’ will 

uncover them. 

 

Consequences resulting from our 

being triggered may be acted out 

or internalised.  Acted out responses 

are for example, rage or self-harm.  

These are observable.  Internalised 

consequences may be conscious or 

sub-conscious such as a self-vow ‘I 

am not going to trust anyone 

anymore.’  They are not observable 

and usually not recognised even by 

the person himself.  The impact is 

however often far more damaging.  

These lead to creation of further 

emotional responses; frustration 

turning into anger, disappointment 

becoming self or others-alienation 

(psychologically and emotionally 

moving away from self and 

others). 

 

Let us use John’s case to 

understand how this model works. 

 

*John has agreed to see a 

counsellor after admitting to his 

parents that he has not ‘been 

himself’ recently.  

 

The gentle probing of the 

counsellor, guided by CBT, informs 

him of this recent scenario:  John 

had felt down after he fumbled 

during a school performance.  He 

had struggled with whether to quit 

from the School Band.  He also 

became unusually quiet. 

 

Upon processing and clarifying, it 

was found that John had 

engaged in an internal dialogue 

that went ‘I am making a laughing 

stock of myself.  I can never get 

anything right.  My friends are 

going to make fun of me after this.  

This is awful.’  John then felt 

discouraged and ashamed. 

 

The counsellor, using CBT, will show 

John that it is not that he fumbled 

in the performance that makes 

him depressed and clamp up.  It is 

his beliefs and thoughts that 

triggered his sense of shame, 

leading him towards his self-

defeating behaviour and decision 

to quit.  After familiarising him with 

the model, he guides John to fill 

up the respective columns which 

would look like the diagram shown 

in the next page. 
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We do not have conditions like depression, addiction or behavioural issues we need to overcome.  So how is CBT useful for 

the rest of us?   

 

The strength of CBT lies in the simple ABCDE model.  It is a good mental framework to keep for self-analysis of everyday 

encounters.  For instance when someone we smile at does not return our greetings (A), we check our thoughts and self-talk 

(B).  Instead of feeling ‘ignored’, keeping score of that ‘wrong’ and sulking within us (C), we reflect how we have related to 

the situation, for a different outcome the next time round. 

 

Could there be thoughts or beliefs about ourselves or others we need to challenge?  Are we reacting out of our hidden belief 

that we are not worth responding to?  What unproven beliefs have we made about the person?  When we use the 

framework to identify thoughts and beliefs evoked, recall the internal dialogue we had, ask ourselves ‘What emotional or 

behavioural responses have not been helpful?’  ‘What need to be challenged?’ it starts us on a self-discovery journey. 

 

The use of the model on our own is however limited by our lack of objectivity.  We are so comfortable with our thoughts and 

beliefs.  We often cannot, on our own, see the harm they are doing to us.  Someone trained to probe, process and point us to 

uncover the insidious ‘culprits’ has to come alongside us. 

 

In the absence of that someone, we will need motivation and discipline.  We need to tap on resources within us; a good 

measure of courage, honesty and self-integrity.  We need that to recognise and confront the lies, to own up to fear of shame 

and vulnerability.  With these in place, we will be ready to start.  A good place to begin, is to make an intentional decision.  At 

appropriate junctures, we shall press the pause button; take a step back, to think about what we are thinking. 
 

*fictitious character 
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With this information mapped out,  

the counsellor moves John on to 

explore more helpful ways of 

thinking and perceiving.  He does 

this by using D of the model. 

  

D stands for ‘Disputation’.  The 

counsellor leads John to a point 

where he himself begins to dispute 

and question the validity of the 

triggered beliefs, associated 

thoughts and emotions.  In previous 

issues on Automatic Negative 

Thoughts (ANTs), the strategy of 

‘Catch, Check and Change’ was 

suggested.  D is the ‘Catch and 

Check’ component of the strategy.  

He processes with John  his self-

generalising ‘I can never get 

anything right’, for instance.  He 

may also draw his attention to his 

other irrational thoughts ‘I have 

made myself a laughing stock, this is 

awful’, etc.    When D is effectively 

done over time, it brings about E. 

 

E is the New Effect or the preferred 

outcome for John.  It is the ‘Change’ 

component of the ‘Catch, check 

and change’ strategy.  The goal is to 

lead John into new emotions and 

behaviours from more reasonable 

thinking about the original event.  

Although the counsellor guides John 

towards E, the new effect must be 

framed by John himself.  John must 

own the new thoughts and 

perceptions for change to happen.  

A shift in John’s thinking may lead 

him towards making new decisions, 

‘It is alright for me to not do things 

right sometimes.  No one does thing 

right all the time …’   John’s new 

perception towards making blunders 

will bring along a change in his 

emotions.  Gradually John will 

respond differently to future 

similar activating events. 

 

Over  a time of self-monitoring, 

both the counsellor and John 

may also detect patterns or 

vicious cycles in him.  These will 

then unravel a deeper root issue, 

his sense of self.  When the trust 

relationship with John has been 

built, the counsellor may get 

John to recognise, confront and 

then challenge his beliefs about 

himself gently and judiciously. 

 

This is CBT explained 

simplistically. In actual practice, 

it has to be supplemented and 

augmented by other skills.  

Activating 

event 

Beliefs and associated thoughts, 

associated emotions 

Consequences D E 

fumbled 

while per-

forming dur-

ing School 

Assembly 

I am making a laughing stock of 

myself. 
I can never get anything right. 
My friends are going to make fun of 

me after this. This is awful. 
  
Discouragement, 
Disappointment with self 
Shame  

Emotional responses: discouragement leading to 

greater fear of vulnerability, shame leading to 

alienation from others and self. 
  
Behavioural responses: decided to quit band to avoid 

future possible recurrence, self-vow to not be in-

volved in any form of  public performance, decided 

to shut off memory of the incident, to avoid 

‘revisiting’ the scenario. 

    


