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Description

A formulation, or case conceptualization, is a method 
for understanding and explaining a person’s problems. 
Case formulations tie together the difficulties that 
a person is experiencing and the psychological 
mechanisms underlying these experiences (Persons, 
1989). Formulations have been described as “the lynch 
pin that holds theory and practice together” (Butler, 
1998). Consider a simple example: a young woman 
experiencing feelings of anxiety about an upcoming 
work event might hold unhelpful thoughts about her 
performance, “I’ll humiliate myself in front of everyone”. 
She might act in ways which prevent her from finding 
out more about the truth of her belief, such as using 
avoidance or safety-seeking behaviors. Her unhelpful 
thoughts and avoidance behavior are mechanisms that 
maintain her anxiety.

Case formulations confer several important benefits:

•	 They help the client and therapist to understand 
the problem(s) and how they fit together, instilling 
feelings of hope.

•	 They draw the client’s experience together with 
theories about how an individual’s problem has 
developed and is maintained.

•	 They guide the choice of interventions, providing a 
shared rationale for the most appropriate treatment 
approach.

•	 They can be used to draw attention to client 
strengths (e.g. Kuyken, Padesky, Dudley, 2008).

While some CBT case formulations are longitudinal and 
encompass the development of problems, this cross-
sectional formulation takes a here-and-now approach. 
Sometimes referred to as the ‘hot cross bun’ formulation 
it is used to take a ‘snapshot’ of all the key aspects of 
the CBT model during a single event – you can imagine 
‘slicing through’ or taking a cross-section of that event. 
By focusing on a specific event (situation / context / 
trigger) a client and therapist can explore what the client 
thought, felt emotionally, felt physiologically, and how 
they responded. Further, the client and therapist can 
explore the inter-relationships between these domains 
and possible maintenance mechanisms.

The cross-sectional formulation is regarded as a 
straightforward way of introducing the cognitive 
behavioral model to clients (Padesky & Mooney, 
1990). It can be a helpful way of communicating the 
core message of CBT: that our thoughts, emotions, 
physiology, and behavior are linked to one another, and 
that by making changes in one area we can produce 
changes in the others. 
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Instructions

Suggested Question

This is a model that we use to understand all 
sorts of problems. We are all affected by what 
is going on around us or the situations we find 
ourselves in – that’s represented by the big circle 
surrounding the others. When we are in a difficult 
situation it can be helpful to break it down and 
understand our bodily sensations, our emotions, 
our thoughts, and our behavior. There are arrows 
linking all of these aspects to represent how they 
are all connected to one another: what we think is 
closely connected to how we feel emotionally and 
in our bodies, and with how we respond. Would 
you be willing to explore a recent time when you 
felt [client’s primary concern - e.g. anxious] using 
this model?

Eliciting and elaborating an example

•	 Focus on a specific example. Consider asking the 
client to close their eyes and using imagery to 
enhance their memory for the event.

Suggested Questions

•	 Can you tell me about a recent time when 
you felt these strong feelings? Where were 
you? And what were you doing?

•	 What went through your mind when that 
happened?

•	 What went through your mind when you 
started to feel that way?

•	 What feelings did you notice in your body?

•	 What did you do when you had that 
thought?

Helping clients to understand interconnections

Suggested Questions

•	 So, when you thought that thought, and felt 
that feeling, how did you respond?

•	 What happens to your feelings when you think 
in that way? Do they get stronger or weaker?

•	 What were the consequences of acting in that 
way? How did you feel right away? And later 
on?

•	 What happens when you avoid something that 
is making you feel anxious? How do you feel? 
What goes through your mind?

 Thinking about how to achieve change

•	 Reflect on the mechanisms that might be operating 
to escalate or maintain the client’s response. For 
example, consider avoidance, safety behaviors, 
selective attention, unhelpful thinking styles.

Suggested Questions

•	 If we make a change in one area, it can 
break the vicious cycle. Where do you think 
would be a good place to start?

•	 If your thoughts, feelings, body sensations, 
and behavior in that situation are all linked, 
where do think would be the most helpful 
place to try making small changes to 
improve how you feel?
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Situation or Trigger
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Situation or Trigger
Looking through a box of letters and saw one

from my sister. I had a picture in my mind of

my family being killed in an accident.

I’m horrible for thinking that.

If it happens it will be my fault.

I shouldn’t think such horrible thoughts,

what does that say about me?

I’ve got to do something to

prevent it.

Afraid.

Disgusted with myself.

Say a prayer for their safety.

I can’t stop until I have said the

prayer an even number of times.

Heart beating faster.

Mentally alert.

Lump in throat.
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Situation or Trigger
Looking for jobs online when my computer

stops working.

This is hopeless.

Nothing ever goes right.

What’s the point in me

even trying?

Angry, sad, deflated, anxious. Throw computer.

Go back to bed and cry.

Heavy feeling in my chest.
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Situation or Trigger
I send a message to my friend to invite her

for dinner. She hasn’t got back to me after

an hour.

She doesn’t want to come.

I must have done something wrong

to upset her.

She must be annoyed with me.

Anxious.

(Worthless).

Sad.

Drink too much wine and eat

junk food.

Don’t message or call my friend.

Withdraw and isolate myself.

Heaviness in my body.

Stomach churning and feeling sick.
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Situation or Trigger
My boss asked me to do a presentation at

a team meeting next week.

I will make a fool of myself.

I can’t do it.

I’m not good enough.

Anxious.

Scared.

Embarrassed.

Make an excuse not to do the

presentation.

Heart racing.

Sweaty palms.

Tense shoulders.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 P

au
l G

re
en

 o
n 

20
23

-1
1-

08
 a

t 1
4:

32
:1

6.
 C

us
to

m
er

 ID
 c

us
_O

q8
E

D
zp

N
qi

2e
dn



About us

9

Terms & conditions
This resource may be used by licensed members of Psychology Tools and their clients. Resources must be used in accordance with our terms and conditions which 
can be found at: https://www.psychologytools.com/terms-and-conditions/

Disclaimer
Your use of this resource is not intended to be, and should not be relied on, as a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. If you are suffering 
from any mental health issues we recommend that you seek formal medical advice before using these resources. We make no warranties that this information is 
correct, complete, reliable or suitable for any purpose. As a professional user, you should work within the bounds of your own competencies, using your own skill and 
knowledge, and therefore the resources should be used to support good practice, not to replace it.

Copyright
Unless otherwise stated, this resource is Copyright © 2023 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.

Psychology Tools develops and publishes evidence-based psychotherapy resources. We support mental health 
professionals to deliver effective therapy, whatever their theoretical orientation or level of experience.

Our digital library encompasses information handouts, worksheets, workbooks, exercises, guides, and audio skills-
development resources. 

Our tools are flexible enough to be used both in-session and between-session, and during all stages of assessment, 
formulation, and intervention. Written by highly qualified clinicians and academics, materials are available in digital and 
printable formats across a wide range of languages.

Resource details
Title: Cross-Sectional Formulation
Type: Worksheet
Language: English (US) 
Translated title: Cross-Sectional Formulation

URL: https://www.psychologytools.com/resource/cross-sectional-formulation/
Resource format: Professional
Version: 20230721
Last updated by: EB
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