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By now you are probably becoming used to the
process of challenging your thinking in a range of
situations. You know how to identify the thoughts
that are causing you distress and how to challenge
them and replace them with more balanced thoughts.
However, you might notice that there are times when it is
harder to believe the new balanced thought and the old
unhelpful thoughts seem to be very powerful. You might
notice that this happens in certain kinds of situations.

Apossible explanation for this ‘difficulty in letting go’ of an
unhelpful thought is that there may be a strong core belief at
the root of that unhelpful thought. Core beliefs arethe
very essence of how we see ourselves, other people, the
world, andthe future. Sometimes, these core beliefsbecome
‘activated’ in certain situations. Here’s an example:

Ericaisable tochallenge her thinking inmost situations.
However, she has noticed that she has trouble challenging her
thinking in situations involving her flatmates and friends. In
these situations, she has recognised that her thinking is often
about being unlikeable. In fact, when she really looks hard at
her thinking, she can see that often the underlying self-
statement is, “I’m unlovable.”

Core beliefs, such as the one from the above example,
develop over time, usually from childhood and through the
experience of significant life events or particular life
circumstances. Core beliefs are strongly-held, rigid, and
inflexible beliefs that are maintained by the tendency to focus
oninformation that supports the belief andignoring evidence
that contradicts it. For example, Erica focuses on any
feedbackfromherflatmatesthatisn’t positive and then uses
this to confirm that yet again she is unlikeable. Evenneutral
statements from her flatmates and friends are often
interpreted as negative. Over the years, this narrow focus
gives strength to the belief and Erica no longer thinks to
questionit. Itis just totally andabsolutely accepted. Itisnot
surprising, then, that these typesof beliefsare the hardest to
shake.

Identifying Themes from Thought Diaries
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This process is like sifting through the layers of self-talk to get
at what is at the bottom layer. Now, you are ready to
challengeyour corebeliefs. Eventhough these beliefsare
strongly held, itisimportant that they are challenged, just like
anyunhelpful thoughts. Onceyouhavefullyidentifiedwhatyou
are tellingyourself, youcan begin to see if your core beliefs
hold up against all that you have experienced. This process of
challengingyourcore beliefsmay not be an easy one. If you
find the process too difficult or distressing, do consider seeing
amental health professionalanddiscussing thiswith them.

Challenging Your Core Beliefs

Toevaluateandchallenge yourcore beliefs, askyourself “What
experiences do | have that show that this belief is not
completely true all thetime?” List as many experiences, and be
as specific, as possible. Remember to write down everything
even when you’re not sure if they are relevant.

When you have considered all the experiences you have
written down, develop an alternative, balanced core belief.
Remember that these experiences show that your unhelpful
core belief is not completely true all the time. What would be
an appropriate balanced and helpful core belief? Write this
down.

Behavioural Experiments

You couldalso try doing abehavioural experiment to challenge
those hard-to-budge unhelpful core beliefs. The purpose of

doingan experimentis tofindout how true your core beliefs
are. Here’s how you could conduct an experiment.

1. Write down the core belief you want to test

2. Think of a few tasks you could do to test your core belief

3. Write down what you would expect would happen if your core

belief were true

4. Carry out the tasks

5. Recordwhat actually happened when you carried out the tasks

6. Compare the actual results with your prediction and write down
what you might have learned from the experiment. Then, write
downanew balanced belief that fits withyour conclusion.

Following Through

So, how can you start identifying your core beliefs? The first
stepisto lookoveryour Thought Diaries to see if your ‘hot’
thoughts have any common themes. You might notice that
there are certain patterns to your thoughts - similar themes
that occurin the B columns. Look closely at these to identify
the patterns. You may become aware of one or two
common themes found in the things you say about yourself,
others, and the world.

Identifying A Core Belief

The process of identifying a core belief is not a great deal
different fromwhat you have already being doing in your
thought diaries. Essentially, the ideais toextend the hot
thought further toreveal the bottom line or root of what
youmight be thinking. Use questionssuchas: “If that’strue,
what does that mean?“ “What’s badabout that?” “What
does that say aboutme?”

You might find it useful to write your balanced core beliefs
onto cards that you can carry around with you as a reminder
when this type of thinkingis triggered. Once you’ve developed
balanced core beliefs, follow through on them. Balanced core
beliefs require careful nurturing and ‘tender loving care.’ Affirm
yourself by using positive self-statements, remind yourself of all
the evidence against the unhelpful core belief. Also, act
against your unhelpful core belief. Ask yourself, “If | really
believed my balanced belief, what are the things | would do?”
Then, go out and do them. The more you do these things, the
more you will come to believe your balanced beliefs. Over
time, these new core beliefs will be integrated into your belief
system.
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