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The ABC Analysis

We’ve talked about the way our thoughts affect how we feel. If we are feeling happy and excited, chancesare, we
have beenthinkingpositive thoughtsand about positive things. Ontheotherhand, if weare feelinganxious,
depressed, and upset, itis likely that we have been thinking negative thoughts. We call these unhelpful thoughts
(simply becausethey leadtounpleasant feelings orunhelpful actions!). Allof us, at times, think things that make us
feel sad or anxious, and that is a normal part of life. However, if you often feel distressed or anxious, you might
need to examine your thinking to improve how you feel.

If unhelpful thoughtsleadtodistressingemotions, thenit might be quitereasonable tosaythat the most effective
thing to do is to change those unhelpful thoughts to helpful ones! So, how canyou do that? To start influencing
thewayyou feel, youneedtolearntobe aware of, and “capture,” those unhelpful thoughts and beliefs, with the
ultimate aim of changing them. To do that, let’s start with doing an ABC analysis.

The ABC analysis begins with identifying the ‘A’ which stands for ‘Activating Event." Simply
write down anevent or asituation in which you experienced a strong negative emotion, such as,
depression. Record the situation the same way a video camera might record it - just the facts.
Thismeans that youdonotincludeyour thoughtsabout why thesituationoccurred, whowas
responsible, andhowyoufeltaboutit. Justdescribethe eventsimple, withoutany ‘frills.’

Thenext stepistoidentify the ‘C’ whichstands for ‘Consequences,’ and thisincludes both your feelings and
your actions/behaviour. Write down the words that best describe your feelings. Choose the feeling that best
represents the emotionyou actually felt at thetimeandunderlineit. Then rate the intensity of this
emotionfrom0to 100. The higher the number, themore intense the emotion. Youmightalso
want tonote any actions that you carried out, for example, drawing all the curtains, puttingon the
answering machine, and going tobed.

Now, bearing in mind the situation and th e feelings you experienced, identify the ‘B,’ which represents your
‘Beliefs’ or thoughts, expectations, perceptions, and attitudes. Ask yourself “What was | thinking of when the
event occurred?” “What was going through my mind at the time?” Write down all of these thoughts in a list.
When you have completed this task, read through each statement and then underline the thought that is most
associated with the primary emotion you felt during the ‘A‘. We’ll now callit your hot thought. Now rate how
much you believe this thought on a scale from 0 to 100.

B. Beliefs (thoughts)

A. ActivatingEvent
(Situation)

C. Consequences (Feelings & Actions)

Let’slook at an example. Imagine walkinginto a party and feeling anxious. To do an ABC analysis, you might ask
yourself, "How am | making myself anxious? What am | thinking?" You might identify a thought such as, "I don’t
wanttobehere." Ifyouonly had thisthought, you’d probably notexperience astrong emotion butonly feel
mildly anxious. If youdo experience astrong emotional response to this thought, it probably indicates that there
are other thoughts underlying this thought. Therefore, the thought, "I don’t want to be here" is only aninitial
thought, and you would need to discover what other unhelpful thoughts were present to invoke such a strong
emotional response.
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How to Uncover Your Unhelpful Thoughts

Byaskingyourself anumberof questions, youcanuncoveranyotherunhelpful thoughtsunderlyinganinitial
thought. Let’suse the example of being at the party toidentify the unhelpful thoughts underlying the initial
thought "I don't want to be here.” The following is a description of the thoughts that might be going through your
head as youuncover otherunhelpful thoughts. The questionsinboldareyourunhelpful thoughtdiscovery
questions.

"l don't want to be here".

"I don't want to be here because...?"

"...peoplewilllookatmeandknowthatl
am depressed”

"...and that is bad because...?"
"Well, they will think something is wrong with me"

"...and what is bad about that..?"
"....They will think I'm crazy!"

"...and what does that say about me?"
".....that | must be crazy."

Your task is to become an expert at identifying your unhelpful thoughts. Sometimes, one or two thoughts might
notrepresent the other unhelpful ones youmighthave had. Assuch, to get to those other thoughts, youmight
need to ask some of the following questions, called Thought Discovery Questions:

“What is bad about that?”

“What is it that | see happening in this situation?”

“What am | concluding about myself or othersin this situation?”
“... and that is bad because ...”

“... and what does this say about me ...?”

It is best to be as specific as you can, even if some of your unhelpful thoughts sound stupid or embarrassing when
you think about them. Discovering your unhelpful thoughts, no matter how silly they sound, is important in
learning how to better manage your mood.

Afteryouhavedonethis, wewill tackle theissue of wherewe gofromhere. At this point, itisimportantthat
you understand how to identify your feelings and thoughts surrounding a particular situation, especially onein
whichyouexperiencedunhelpful, negativeemotions. When aperson experiences unhelpfulemotions, they might
get astronger physical reaction in their body, such as a tightness in the chest when anxious, anincrease in blood
pressure when angry, or asense of heaviness when depressed. Emotions such as depression, guilt, fear, rage, and
anxiety might also lead to avoidance and unhelpful behaviours towards yourself and others, get in the way of
effective problemsolving, and contribute to long termdifficulties such as hypertension, heartdisease,
interpersonal problems, and psychological problems. Doing the ABC analysisis taking thefirststep toward
learning to better manage your mood and helping yourself feel better.

Eap Assist

Module 4: The ABC Analysis Page 3



Back|from m;‘

&l‘let

OnthenextpageisaThoughtDiaryforyoutostartdoingan ABC analysis and recordingyourunhelpful
thoughts. Here’s an example of an ABC analysis recorded on a Thought Diary:

ThOUg ht Diary (example)

A Activating Event

This may include an actual event or
situation, a thought, mental picture or
physical trigger.

When my partner came home
this evening, she said ‘hi’ but
didn’t give me a kiss like she

usually does.

B

C Consequences

1.

\fNrilte downwordsdescribinghowyou
eel.

2. Underline the one that is most
associated with the activating event.
3. Ratetheintensity of those feelings (Oto
100).
Hurt
Afraid (90)
4. Jotdownany physicalsensationsyou

experienced or actions carried out.

Chest feels very tight and sore

Beliefs

1. List all self-statements that link A to C. Ask
yourself: “What was | thinking?“ “What was|
saying to myself?“ “What was going through my
head at the time?“

2. Find the most distressing (hot) thought and
underline it.

3. Rate how muchyou believe this thought between
0 to 100.

“She must be tired of me moping
around and feeling depressed.”

Thought discovery question: “... and what does this
mean?”

“She probably doesn’t care about me

anyvmore. Mayvbe she doesn’t even

love me anymore.” (90)
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Thought Diary

A Activating Event
Thismayinclude anactualevent orsituation, a
thought, mental picture or physical trigger.

C Consequences

Write down words describing how you feel.

1.
2. Underline the one that is most associated
with the actlvatm? event.

3. Ratetheintensityo

thisfeelingbetween0
and 100.

4. Jotdownany physical sensationsyou
experienced or actions carried out.

B Beliefs

1.

List all the self-statements that link A to C. Ask

yourself: “What was | thinking?”, “What was | saying

Ep my?s”elf?”, “What was going through my head at the
ime?

Find the most distressing (“hot”) thought and

underline it. } )

Rate how much you believe this thought between 0

and 100.
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Module Summary

e Whatreally makes us feel the way we do, is not the situation or the words and
actions of another person, but our thoughts and beliefs in response to that situation
or person

e Whenaperson experiences a negative or distressing emotion, this is usually
because they have been thinking negative thoughts

e These negative thoughts are also called unhelpful thoughts because they lead to
unpleasant feelingsor unhelpful actions

e Tobegintoinfluence and change the way you feel, you need to be aware of your
unhelpful thoughts

e Using a Thought Diary, identify the ‘A’ - activating event, ‘B’ - beliefs, thoughts, or
expectations that went through your mind at the time of theevent, and ‘C’ -
consequences, which are your emotional and behavioural responses

Stay Tuned...

In the next module, we will discuss specific
trends or patternstounhelpfulthoughtsthat
maintain unhelpful feelings and behaviours.
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About The Modules

BACKGROUND

This module was created in the early 2000s by Clinical Psychologists at the Centre for Clinical
Interventions, under the supervision of the Centre’s Founding Director, PaulaNathan.

The concepts and strategiesin these modules have been developed from evidence based psychological
practice, primarily Cognitive-Behaviour Therapy (CBT). CBT for depression and anxiety is based on the
approachthatdepressionand anxiety are theresultof problematic cognitions (thoughts)andbehaviours.
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“BACK FROM THE BLUEZ”

This module forms part of:

Nathan, P., Rees, C., Lim, L., & Correia, H. (2003). Back from the Bluez. Perth, Western Australia; Centre
for Clinical Interventions

Eap Assist

Module 4: The ABC Analysis Page7



