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About Changing Assumptions 
• ”Cognitive Therapy,” “Cognitive Behavior Therapy,” or “Cognitive Modification” 

are all names for approaches that share a particular strategy: 

Improving how we feel by changing how we interpret and respond to situations 

and events – the half of the glass that’s full or empty. 

• When somebody cuts us off in traffic, or gets ahead of us on line, or says 

something critical that hurts us, we feel bad. 

• We tend to think that our feeling is automatic – “Well anybody would be hurt by 

that” 

• It turns out, though, that we can change how we end up feeling by changing how 

we interpret the thing that bothered us 

o The person who cut us off may not have seen us. 

o The one who cut ahead of us on line may be anxious because they are 

late for their partner’s birthday and didn’t realize they had cut in to the line. 

o The hurtful comment may have come from someone who was having a 

bad day and didn’t mean what they said.  

• Changing assumptions helps us consider other ways of viewing things, ways 

that, in fact, may be more accurate, and that will leave us feeling less diminished, 

hurt, anxious or sad because of things that others say or things that happen to 

us.  
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Strategies to Change Assumptions 
There are several aspects of changing assumptions that are important to recognize 

• First, as with many things in these modules, we need to be specific. 

o We have to learn what we are telling ourselves that makes something so 

hurtful 

o Then we have to identify and adopt a better way of interpreting or making 

sense of those things 

• Second, we need to practice! 

o We often think that once we understand something, responding differently 

will be automatic 

▪ Once I realize that someone in my family is hard on me because 

they care about me, I’ll never be bothered by it again.  Wrong! 

o We have to work at learning to identify when something that may be 

hurtful is happening, how I tend to react, and how I need to react 

differently. 

o Just like anything new we try to learn, it takes practice. 

 

Practical Steps 
Recognizing Assumptions 

• It is often hard to recognizing in ourselves that how we look at things influences 

how we feel 

• We see this easily in others, “Why is he so sensitive?”  But it’s harder to see it in 

ourselves, “Why anyone would be hurt by that!” 

• If you seem to keep being bothered by a type of situation – feeling slighted by 

those you care about, feeling criticized or ignored at work, feeling treated badly in 

public such at stores – first, try to specify the kinds of situations that are 

bothering you.  It may help to keep some notes over a week or so. 

• Then, keep track of the kinds of experiences on which you want to focus.  You 

may want to keep notes as things happen or make notes once a day such as 

each evening.  Write down: 

1. What happened 

2. How did you interpret it 

3. How did that make you feel  

Do you see a way that changing #2 – how you interpreted things – might make you feel 

better? 

 

Changing Assumptions 

• If you are having trouble seeing things you can change about how you interpret 

or think about things, you might try one of these: 
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o Think of someone you know who handles things well.  How would they 

interpret the things that bother you so much? 

o What would a good friend think about how you are interpreting things? 

o Ask a good friend whom you trust to help you with this. 

• When you have identified the ways you are interpreting things that make you 

upset, you can then identify how you would rather interpret them: 

o Instead of “He’s always critical of my work,” “He picks on everyone, 

especially when he’s under a lot of pressure.” 

o Instead of ”If he really loved me, he would never say that,” “He must have 

been really hurt by what I said.” 

• Make a list of the ways you would like to interpret them and then practice using 

those thoughts instead of the ones that make you unhappy: 

o Keep records every day if you can of when things bother you and how you 

react. 

o You won’t get it perfect, but you’ll begin to catch yourself and then 

substitute the interpretations that make you feel happier. 

 

Assumptions We Might Change 

Here are some examples of assumptions or interpretations that can get us in trouble, 

“making mountains out of molehills.”  How might we change these? 

1. All my coworkers should be my friends and care about and like me. 

2. I should never make a mistake where it comes to my child. 

3. If something ends the evening on a sour note, it spoils the whole evening. 

4. I should never disappoint anyone. 

5. I need to be loved or liked by everyone. 

6. I should be such a good and worthy person that everyone will treat me with 

respect. 

7. In order to be happy, I have to be successful in everything I do. 

8. If I make a mistake, it shows I'm not really very good. 

9. If somebody disagrees with me, it means they don't like me or don't think much of 

me. 

10. My worth as a person depends on what other people--every one of them--think of 

me. 

11. If I’ve looked forward to something and prepared for it – a party, a “date,” a visit 

with an old friend – it’s horrible if it doesn’t meet my expectations. 

12. If people are really my friends, they will always be interested in what I’m doing. 

13. Life is fair.  If I am a nice person, if I'm cheerful, if I do my best for others, bad 

things won't happen to me.  If bad things do happen to me, it means I just haven't 

been good enough. 
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Summary and Next Steps 
• Looking at the half of the glass that’s full sounds simple, but it can be hard to 

learn, especially in areas where we have been having problems. 

• Remember, changing how you interpret things has to be practices before it 

becomes automatic. 

• If this doesn’t seem to be working, you might seek a referral to a counselor who 

is experience in “cognitive therapy” or “cognitive behavior therapy.” 

 

Resources 
Here are some suggestions for how you can find additional help in dealing with the 

problems addressed in this series of modules. 

• Your primary care provider or family doctor 

• Your employer’s EAP program – Employee Assistance Program 

• Hotlines providing support and information on resources in your area, including: 

o Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration -- 24-hour 

helpline for people dealing with mental health issues. (800) 662-HELP 

(4357) 

o National Alliance on Mental Illness -- free hotline with trained specialists 

who can provide information, resources and referrals to those who need 

mental health assistance. (800) 950-NAMI (6264) 

o National Suicide Prevention Lifeline -- (800) 273-8255 

• Affordable psychotherapy at www.openpathcollective.org 

• Helpful resources in this section of the Peers for Progress website: 

https://go.unc.edu/mhr 
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