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Description

Some problems look complicated from the outside but 
start to make sense when we see the inner workings. 
A case formulation is a good way of understanding 
complicated problems by creating testable hypotheses 
about the factors which might be maintaining an 
individual’s difficulties.

“[The purpose of a case formulation] is both to provide an 
accurate overview and explanation of the patient’s problems 
that is open to verification through hypothesis testing, 
and to arrive collaboratively with the patient at a useful 
understanding of their problem that is meaningful to them 
… The case formulation is then used to inform treatment or 
intervention by identifying key targets for change.” 

(Tarrier and Calam, 2002)

A cross-sectional formulation takes a ‘snapshot’ of 
what is going on during a single moment in time. 
The Exploring Problems Using A Cross-Sectional Model 
worksheet identifies the key aspects of the cognitive 
behavioral therapy (CBT) model. It can be a helpful 
way of introducing the CBT model to clients in session, 
and is also suitable as a self-guided exercise. It is useful 
framework for:

• Exploring the connections between our thoughts, 
feelings, and behavior in a stressful situation.

• Gathering data about specific problems so that 
patterns can be highlighted and discussed.

• Discussing potential maintenance cycles and 
providing a space for collaborative reflection.

Instructions

Suggested Question

One helpful way to explore the problems that 
you are describing is to take a ‘snapshot’ of what 
was going on at a time when you were upset. Can 
you think of a recent time when you felt a sudden 
change in emotion? What was going on for you 
then?

Therapists should encourage clients to elaborate on:

• The triggering situation.

• What went through their mind.

• What body sensations they were aware of.

• How they felt emotionally.

• How they reacted to feeling that way.

During the elaboration of this formulation the therapist 
can help the client to notice how each of the nodes can 
be influenced by the others. Clients can be encouraged 
to reflect upon the impact of their behavior upon later 
reactions (intended and unintended consequences).
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Exploring Problems Using A Cross-Sectional Model

Thoughts 

Emotions Behavior

Bodily
sensations 

Situation
Think of a recent time when you felt a sudden change in emotion.
Who were you with? What were you doing? Where were you? When did this happen?

What went through your mind?

What did you feel in your body?

How did you feel? What did you do? How did you react?

Re�ections

What do you notice about the links between your thoughts, feelings, body, and behavior?

What do you notice now about your thinking? How accurate was it? Is this way of thinking typical for you?

What do you notice about your behavior? What was the result of acting that way? Is this way of acting typical for you?
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Thoughts 

Emotions Behavior

Bodily
sensations 

Situation
Think of a recent time when you felt a sudden change in emotion.
Who were you with? What were you doing? Where were you? When did this happen?

What went through your mind?

What did you feel in your body?

How did you feel? What did you do? How did you react?

Re�ections

What do you notice about the links between your thoughts, feelings, body, and behavior?

What do you notice now about your thinking? How accurate was it? Is this way of thinking typical for you?

What do you notice about your behavior? What was the result of acting that way? Is this way of acting typical for you?

I was at home.
I realized that I have a presentation I have to do next week.

What if I make a fool of myself?

What if people don’t find it

interesting?

People will think I’m stupid.

Anxious

Tense
Sweaty

Heart racing

Over-prepare by working

out exactly what I’m going to say.

Over-planning for all of the

possible questions that

people could ask.

I was worrying about things that were out of my control.
None of the worries came true.

I planned for all the questions I could think of, but one came up that I hadn’t planned for - but I coped.
Over-preparing is typical for me, but it’s exhausting.

My worrying thoughts made me feel anxious.

My overplanning behaviors just brought up more worries. It made me feel temporarily better because I

felt like I was prepared, but on the day it made me worry about going ‘off script’.
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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.
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