
6 Steps 
How to do Cognitive Restructuring 



Step 1: Hit the pause button. Then, once you’ve briefly paused, ask yourself: What’s going on here? 

Step 2: Identify the trigger. To help identify the triggering event in a given situation, use who, what, 

when, where: 

Who is or was present with me at the time I got upset? Because we’re social animals by nature, 

people often play either a direct or indirect role in our emotional reactions. 

What happened? Literally, what sorts of things happened to me leading up to feeling upset? 

Remember that no detail or fact is too small to be influential. The trigger doesn’t have to be 

something big and obvious—in fact, often it’s something quite small and subtle. 

When did I first start feeling upset? What happened immediately before this? This question is 

particularly important if you’re doing Cognitive Restructuring hours or days after the fact. 

Where did it all occur? Often the initial triggers for becoming upset are a part of or connected with 

our physical environment. 

Step 3: Notice your automatic thoughts. Automatic Thoughts are our default, initial interpretations 

of what happens to us. They’re almost always spontaneous (i.e. we didn’t initiate them) and 

typically take the form of verbal self-talk or sometimes images and memories. And most of the 

time we either don’t notice them at all or we’re only vaguely aware of them. When it comes to 

Cognitive Restructuring, it’s important to build the habit of becoming more aware of our automatic 

thoughts and really examining them closely. 

Step 4: Identify your emotional reaction and note how intense it is. 

Emotions are generated from our mental interpretations of things that happen. And the type and 

intensity of the emotions we experience depend almost entirely on the type of thinking we engage 

in.  

For each emotion identified, rate how intense it was on a scale from 1-10. 

Step 5: Generate alternative thoughts. Once you’ve identified a trigger, noticed your Automatic 

Thoughts about that trigger, and taken note of your emotional reaction, the next step is to come 

up with alternative thoughts for each of your initial, Automatic Thoughts.  

Generate at least two or three alternative thoughts for each overly-negative Automatic Thought. 

Step 6: Re-rate the intensity of your emotional response. 

After generating multiple (hopefully more realistic) alternative thoughts, return to your emotion(s) 

you identified in Step 4 and reassess their intensity. 

This final step is crucial because noticing and feeling the relief from your negative emotion 

decreasing is an important reinforcer of the new habit of Cognitive Restructuring. 
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