
Cognitive Distortions 
 
Our thoughts strongly influence our feelings. Cognitive distortions are undercurrent frameworks through which we perceive what goes on around us. 
They are the ways we take in the world around us and they can negatively affect the way we interact with other people and view our experiences. 

They often happen instinctively and we don't even realize it. Below you will find some of the most common cognitive distortions. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
ALL-OR-NOTHING THINKING:  
You see things in black and white categories. It’s the, “If you're not 
first, you’re last,” way of thinking. Individuals who lean toward 
all-or-nothing thinking tend to be extremist. “I’m either going to eat the 
entire package of oreos, or none.” “I’m a complete babywise mom” or 
“I’m total attachment.” Or, “I’m exclusively breastfeeding” vs. “I’m 
exclusively formula feeding.” These individuals would benefit from 
exploring the “gray zone” and practicing moderation.  
 
OVERGENERALIZATION:  
You see a single negative event as a never-ending pattern of defeat. 
For instance, it may be difficult for someone who tends to 
overgeneralize to identify a sleep regression as a stage of 
development. For individuals who overgeneralize, they might declare 
that their baby just won’t be a good sleeper. Or, “I’ll just never sleep 
again.” For people who overgeneralize, it may be helpful to focus on 
the temporary nature of certain events. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
MENTAL FILTER 
You dwell on negative elements exclusively so that your vision of 
reality becomes darkened. For parents, that may look like focusing 
exclusively on what your child or partner is doing wrong, or the pieces 
of life that aren’t so awesome like low milk production, sleep 
deprivation, or your partner’s long work hours. Those who tend to use 
a mental filter might benefit from starting a gratitude journal or 
choosing to include positivity in conversations.  
 
DISQUALIFYING THE POSITIVE 
You reject positive experiences by insisting they "don't count.” This 
way of denying the good stuff allows you to maintain negative beliefs 
that aren’t consistent with your actual experiences. For example, 
those who disqualify the positive might overlook the good night sleep 
and declare it was a “fluke” and that their baby won’t probably sleep 
well in the future. Individuals who struggle with this cognitive distortion 
might benefit from dreaming about what “could be” if the positive 
trends continue.  
 
 
 



 
 
JUMPING TO CONCLUSIONS 
You create a negative meaning, even though there are no facts that 
support the meaning you make. You arbitrarily assume someone is 
reacting negatively to you, and you don't bother to confirm whether 
the reaction is actually because of you. For instance, a mom might 
assume her mother in law disapproves of the way she feeds her baby, 
when really her mother in law has a headache so she came across 
irritable. Another form of this distortion is when you anticipate that 
things will turn out badly, and you feel convinced that your prediction 
is not just a possibility, but a fact. For instance, your baby has not 
rolled over yet so you assume your baby will always be delayed in 
reaching his or her milestones.  
 
MAGNIFICATION OR MINIMIZATION 
You exaggerate the importance of things or minimize things so they 
hardly matter at all.  
Magnification: you make an unreasonably huge deal of a mistake you 
make, like forgetting to change the baby, or someone else’s mistake 
or achievement, like the other mom’s ability to clean her house and 
shower. 
Minimization: you make light of your own desires, desirable qualities, or 
someone else’s imperfection. For instance, you minimize your desire 
to shower that day, your need to eat lunch, or your ability to clean the 
house while keeping the baby alive. 
 
EMOTIONAL REASONING 
You assume that your negative emotions necessarily reflect the way 
things really are: "I feel it, therefore it must be true." For example, “I 
feel like a bad mom, so I probably am a bad mom.” You may benefit 
from teasing apart your feelings and facts and stating them in two 
separate sentences: “Today I feel like a bad mom. I have fed, 
changed and clothed the baby today, so I’m probably not a bad mom.”  

 
 
SHOULD STATEMENTS 
We call this shame based thinking. You motivate yourself through 
feelings of chastising yourself, as if you must harm or threaten 
yourself before you could be expected to take action. The emotional 
consequence is usually lowered self-esteem and flawed sense of self 
that leads to internal anger and frustration. When applied to other 
people, this way of thinking often leads to anger and resentment 
toward others.  A parent might say “I should be a more 
compassionate parent.” Instead, it would be more helpful to say “I 
could be a more compassionate parent.” Replacing “should’s” with 
“could’s” can help change the toxicity of these thinking patterns. 
 
LABELING AND MISLABELING 
This is an extreme form of overgeneralization. Instead of describing 
the error, you attach a negative label to yourself: "I'm a loser." When 
someone else's behavior rubs you the wrong way, you attach a 
negative label to him: "He's an idiot." Mislabeling involves describing 
an event with language that is highly colored and emotionally loaded. 
A mom might say “I’m the worst mom ever.” Instead, she could simply 
say, “I forgot to change her diaper before nap. Whoops.” 
 
PERSONALIZATION 
You take responsibility for negative events or circumstances that are 
clearly not your fault. For instance, “It’s my fault he didn’t sleep 
through the night.” Instead, one could simply say “He didn’t sleep 
through the night.” Taking yourself out of the equation by eliminating 
pronouns such as “I” or “me” and focusing on the other subjects of the 
sentence, like “he” “my baby” or “my partner” might be more 
appropriate.  


