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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).

An antecedent-behavior-consequence (ABC) diagram 
is a form of functional analysis, and is a helpful way of 
conceptualizing a behavior of interest. It explores what 
happened before and after a target event, and makes 
explicit the contribution of consequences to further 
instances of target behavior. 
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Suggested Question

When we’re trying to understand why we feel 
’stuck’ or why the same things seem to happen 
over and again, it can be helpful to think about 
what happened before and after. 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 reflect on:

• What happened before the target behavior 
(What made it more likely? What was the client 
experiencing internally (thoughts / feelings)? What 
was happening externally?).

• The behavior itself (observable and non-observable).

• The consequences of the behavior (Intended and 
unintended; immediate and longer-term).

• The relationship between the consequences of their 
behavior and the likelihood of future instances of the 
behavior.

References

Tarrier, N. and Calam, R. (2002). New developments in cognitive-behavioural case formulation. Behavioural and 
Cognitive Psychotherapy, 30, 311–328.
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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?

Re�ections

If you carry on acting in those ways, what do you think the long term result will be?

What do you notice now about your behaviors? 

Did any of your actions result in good feelings like pleasure or relief, at least in the short-term? 

Antecedents Behaviors Consequences

Intended

Unintended

What was happening just before you
noticed a change in how you were
feeling or acting?

What did you do? Behaviors can be
observable to other people, or can be
the things we do or say to ourselves in
our minds.

What were the intended and 
unintended results of responding
in that way?
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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?

Re�ections

If you carry on acting in those ways, what do you think the long term result will be?

What do you notice now about your behaviors? 

Did any of your actions result in good feelings like pleasure or relief, at least in the short-term? 

Antecedents Behaviors Consequences

Intended

Unintended

What was happening just before you
noticed a change in how you were
feeling or acting?

What did you do? Behaviors can be
observable to other people, or can be
the things we do or say to ourselves in
our minds.

What were the intended and 
unintended results of responding
in that way?

I had a row with my partner and he stormed off.

I was sat thinking about what
a failure I am, and that I
always upset people, and that
I don’t deserve to be in a
relationship.

I had a glass of wine. I felt a but better.

It took the edge off what I was

feeling.

It felt good so I carried on and

drank the whole bottle, then

I ended up messaging him and

we got into another row.

I felt awful the next day, and

had even more things to hate

myself for.

That my intention was to feel better, but it had more unintended consequences than I anticipated.

Yes - I felt good after the first glass, and it took the edge off my distress.

I’ll become dependent on alcohol.
It doesn’t actually help me to manage my relationship and probably gets in the way of me doing more
useful things.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 P

au
l G

re
en

 o
n 

20
23

-1
1-

08
 a

t 1
4:

34
:0

1.
 C

us
to

m
er

 ID
 c

us
_O

q8
E

D
zp

N
qi

2e
dn



About us

5

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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