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Challenging Distorted Thinking in Recovery
Thinking Patterns & Progression
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In this workbook: key ideas, worksheet.

The topic's scored self-assessment is in the app.
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KEY IDEAS
Automatic Negative Thoughts (ANTSs) in Recovery

Automatic Negative Thoughts (ANTs) are persistent, habitual negative thought patterns that can
undermine recovery stability, erode self-worth, and create vulnerability to relapse.

What Makes ANTs Dangerous:

« Automatic nature: They operate below conscious awareness

« Distorted perspective: They feel completely true in the moment

« Self-reinforcing: They create the very problems they predict

« Relapse vulnerability: They recreate emotional states that triggered substance use

The good news: With awareness and practice, you can observe thoughts as mental events rather
than truths, and choose how to respond.

All-or-Nothing Thinking

Black-and-white thinking that views situations in absolute terms without recognizing middle
ground or nuance.

Common Patterns in Recovery:

e Seeing recovery as either perfect or failed

« Believing any negative emotion means recovery isn't working

« Categorizing relationships as completely supportive or toxic

* Viewing setbacks as evidence recovery isn't working

« Applying perfectionist standards with no room for human imperfection

A The Abstinence Violation Effect: Any perceived imperfection can trigger complete
abandonment of recovery efforts.

Catastrophizing & Fortune Telling

Catastrophizing:

Immediately jumping to worst-case scenarios for normal challenges.

e "This difficulty will never improve"
« "Any problem will lead to relapse"
« "l can't handle normal life stressors"

Fortune Telling:

Predicting negative outcomes without evidence.

e "I'll inevitably relapse"
e "Good things won't last"
« "I'll fail at new opportunities"

These patterns create anxiety about the future and can become self-fulfilling prophecies by
influencing behavior in ways that create the predicted negative outcomes.
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Mind Reading & Personalization

Mind Reading:
Assuming you know what others think, usually assuming the worst.

e Interpreting neutral expressions as disapproval
¢ Assuming others are criticizing your recovery
» Projecting self-criticism onto others' opinions

Personalization:

Taking responsibility for events outside your control.

e Blaming yourself when others are upset

« Assuming responsibility for others' wellbeing

« Taking conflicts as evidence of personal defects

Both patterns reflect projection and create interpersonal difficulties that don't actually exist.

Emotional Reasoning & Should Statements

Emotional Reasoning:
Believing your feelings reflect absolute truth about situations.

o If | feel guilty, | must have done something wrong
« If | feel hopeless, my situation must be hopeless
« If | feel anxious, something bad will happen

Should Statements:

Imposing rigid, unrealistic expectations on yourself.

e "I should be grateful all the time"
e "I should never feel sad if recovery is working"
e "I should be further along than I am"

These patterns create guilt, shame, and disappointment by treating emotions as facts and setting
impossible standards.
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Labeling & Filtering Patterns

Labeling and Name-Calling:

Defining yourself with harsh, global terms.

e Calling yourself "addict," "loser," "screw-up"
« Defining yourself entirely by past mistakes
» Using degrading language in internal dialogue

Mental Filter:

Focusing exclusively on negatives while ignoring positives.

» Replaying mistakes while dismissing successes
e One criticism overshadows multiple compliments
« Dwelling on challenges while minimizing progress

Both patterns prevent recognition of growth and maintain negative self-perception despite
contrary evidence.

Disqualifying the Positive

Actively dismissing or explaining away positive experiences, achievements, or
feedback—maintaining negative self-perception despite contradictory evidence.

Common Patterns:

« Dismissing compliments as insincere or undeserved

« Explaining achievements as "luck" rather than effort

« Finding reasons why positive experiences "don't count"

« Believing people are "just being nice" when acknowledging progress

« Convincing yourself good things happen despite who you are, not because of you

This pattern prevents development of realistic self-esteem and maintains vulnerability to
depression and self-doubt.
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Building Cognitive Resilience

Recovery from ANTSs requires developing awareness, challenging distortions, and creating new
mental habits.

Awareness Practices:

« Notice when thoughts arise

 ldentify specific ANT categories

» Recognize difference between thought and fact
e Observe without judgment

Reality Testing:

¢ Question the evidence

« Consider alternative explanations
« "What would I tell a friend?"

e Test predictions vs. outcomes

Cognitive Reframing:

* Replace extremes with balance

» Reframe setbacks as learning

« Focus on progress, not perfection
e Find contradictory evidence

Action-Based Response:

e Act on values, not thoughts
« Reach out for support

« Continue recovery practices
e Share patterns with others

The Space Between Thought and Reaction

Between the automatic thought and your emotional reaction lies a
space of choice

That space—that pause between thought and reaction—grows larger with each day of recovery
practice.

Rather than being at the mercy of whatever thoughts arise, you can develop the capacity to
observe thoughts as mental events—temporary, not necessarily true, and not requiring
immediate emotional reaction or behavioral response.

v Recovery isn't about achieving perfect positive thinking—it's about developing awareness to
recognize distorted patterns and the flexibility to choose responses based on values and
evidence.
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WORKSHEET

ANTs Worksheet
Identifying & Challenging Automatic Negative Thoughts

About This Worksheet

This worksheet helps you identify your specific automatic negative thought patterns, understand
their impact on recovery, and develop personalized strategies for managing them. Take your time
with each question and be honest with yourself.

Your Personalized ANT Map

For each ANT category, write your specific examples that affect you personally:

All-or-Nothing Thinking

Example: "If | feel anxious at all, it means my recovery isn't working"

Catastrophizing

Example: "If | have conflict with my partner, our relationship is doomed"

Mind Reading

Example: "When my sponsor doesn't text back immediately, they must be disappointed in me"

Fortune Telling

Example: "I'll never be able to handle work stress without substances"

Emotional Reasoning
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Example: "I feel hopeless, so my situation must be hopeless"

Should Statements

Example: "l should never feel sad if I'm grateful for recovery"

Labeling and Name-Calling

Example: "I'm such a screw-up for making that mistake"

Mental Filter

Example: "I focus only on the one meeting | missed while ignoring the 20 | attended"

Disqualifying the Positive

Example: "My sponsor only said that nice thing because they have to be encouraging"

Personalization and Blame

Example: "My friend's bad mood must be because | said something wrong yesterday"

Understanding Your ANT Profile
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1. Which category of automatic negative thoughts affects you most powerfully, and how do you
think this pattern developed?

2. What specific negative thoughts have you noticed that don't fit neatly into any category or that
surprise you with their persistence?

3. How have your thought patterns evolved or changed throughout your recovery journey?

4. What negative thought experiences have caught you most off-guard, and what did you learn
from them?

5. How does your current negative thinking pattern differ from your pre-recovery mental habits?

The Neurobiology of Your Thought Patterns

1. How does understanding negative thoughts as habitual brain patterns rather than personal
truths affect your relationship with them?

2. In what ways might your specific addiction history have shaped your particular negative
thought patterns?
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3. How do your different types of negative thoughts interact with and reinforce each other?

4. What environmental or situational triggers tend to activate your most problematic thought
patterns?

5. How do co-occurring mental health conditions affect your vulnerability to negative thinking?

Developing Your Cognitive Strategies

1. What specific techniques have proven most effective for your most challenging thought pattern
category?

2. What role does preparation and mental rehearsal play in your approach to managing negative
thoughts?

3. How do you balance challenging negative thoughts with accepting difficult emotions?
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4. What recovery resources do you mobilize when negative thoughts become overwhelming?

5. How might you strengthen your response to the thought pattern category you identified as
most problematic?

Building Cognitive Resilience

1. How has your relationship with your own thoughts changed throughout your recovery journey?

2. What practices help you create space between automatic thoughts and your emotional
reactions to them?

3. How do you balance realistic assessment of problems with avoiding catastrophic thinking?

4. What would it look like to view negative thoughts as information rather than commands or
truths?

5. How might sharing your thought patterns benefit both your own recovery and potentially help
others?

© The Recovery Files Page 10



The Recovery Files - Topic Studies Automatic Negative Thoughts (ANTSs)

Action Planning

Select 2-3 specific negative thought patterns to address. For each pattern, complete the
following:

Action Plan #1
1. Specific thought pattern:

2. Category and triggers:

3. Clear, measurable goal:

4. Action steps:

5. Accountability measures:

6. Timeline:
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7. Potential challenges:

Action Plan #2
1. Specific thought pattern:

2. Category and triggers:

3. Clear, measurable goal:

4. Action steps:

5. Accountability measures:

6. Timeline:

7. Potential challenges:
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Action Plan #3
1. Specific thought pattern:

2. Category and triggers:

3. Clear, measurable goal:

4. Action steps:

5. Accountability measures:

6. Timeline:

7. Potential challenges:
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