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Cognitive Distortions Timeline
Mapping Board

Trace thinking patterns that fueled addiction across life
Printable worksheet - 5 parts

Name Date

The Recovery Files

Trace the thinking patterns that fueled your addiction across your life story. Identify, understand,
and begin replacing the distorted thoughts that kept chemical coping alive.

Embrace - Empower - Evolve
I

Progress: 0% complete

If You're in Crisis

SAMHSA National Helpline: 1-800-662-4357 (free, 24/7) - 988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline: Call or text
988 - Crisis Text Line: Text HOME to 741741

The Recovery Files — Embrace - Empower - Evolve

This tool is designed for use in conjunction with professional treatment. It is not a substitute for
clinical care.

If you are in crisis, please call 988 or go to your nearest emergency room.

Contents

e Partl - Overview

e Part 2 - Distortion Library
e Part 3 - Timeline Mapping
« Part 4 - Chemical Coping
e Part 5 - Pattern Map

© The Recovery Files Page 1



The Recovery Files - Interactive Worksheet Cognitive Distortions Timeline Mapping Board

PART 1 OF 5
Overview
Understanding Your Thinking Patterns

Cognitive distortions are habitual ways of thinking that are inaccurate and typically negative. In
addiction, these distorted thinking patterns don't just accompany substance use — they actively
drive it. They create the emotional conditions that make chemical coping feel necessary, logical,
and even inevitable. This mapping board will help you trace your personal distortion patterns
across your life, understand how they connected to your substance use, and begin building
awareness that supports lasting recovery.

Your Mapping Progress0%

0 distortions in Childhood

0 distortions in Adolescence

0 distortions in Young Adulthood
0 distortions in Adulthood

0 distortions in Mid-Life

0 distortions in Later Life

0 distortions in Recovery Journey
How to Use This Mapping Board

Step 1 — Learn the Distortions: Start by reviewing each cognitive distortion in the Distortion
Library. Understand how each one operates, especially its connection to addiction and chemical
coping.

Step 2 — Map Your Timeline: Move through each life phase and honestly identify which distortions
were present. Use the guided prompts to write about specific memories, situations, and patterns.

Step 3 — Chemical Coping Connections: For each distortion you identify, explore how it
connected to your substance use. What emotions did the distortion create? How did chemicals
"solve" the problem?

Step 4 — Pattern Recognition: Use the Pattern Map to see the bigger picture — which distortions
have followed you through life, which are most connected to your use, and where recovery has
created new thinking patterns.

The 12 Cognitive Distortions

All-or-Nothing Thinking

Black & White Thinking

Seeing things in absolute terms — everything is either perfect or a total failure. There i...

Catastrophizing
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Worst-Case Scenario Thinking

Automatically jumping to the worst possible outcome. Magnifying problems and minimizing yo...
Mind Reading

Assumption Making

Believing you know what others are thinking — usually something negative about you — witho...
Emotional Reasoning

Feelings as Facts

Believing that because you feel something, it must be true. "l feel worthless, therefore I...
Minimization & Denial

Shrinking the Problem

Downplaying the severity of situations, consequences, or your own substance use. Making se...
Should Statements

The Tyranny of Shoulds

Rigid rules about how you, others, and the world "should" be. Creates guilt when applied t...
Personalization

Self-Blame Reflex

Taking excessive responsibility for events outside your control, or believing everything i...
Mental Filtering

Negativity Tunnel Vision

Focusing exclusively on negative details while filtering out all positive aspects of a sit...
Labeling

Identity Locking

Attaching a fixed, global label to yourself or others based on specific behaviors. Turning...
Fortune Telling

Predicting the Worst

Predicting negative outcomes with certainty, as if you can see the future. Treating predic...
Magnification

Making Mountains from Molehills

Blowing things out of proportion, making small setbacks feel like massive disasters while ...

Blaming
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External Attribution
Holding others entirely responsible for your emotional pain and behavior, or conversely, b...
The Recovery Files — Embrace - Empower - Evolve

This tool is designed for use in conjunction with professional treatment. It is not a substitute for
clinical care.

If you are in crisis, please call 988 or go to your nearest emergency room.
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PART 2 OF 5
Distortion Library
Cognitive Distortion Library

Explore each distortion in depth. Understanding the mechanism is the first step toward
dismantling it. Pay special attention to the addiction connections and chemical coping patterns.

All-or-Nothing Thinking
Black & White Thinking
Catastrophizing
Worst-Case Scenario Thinking
Mind Reading
Assumption Making
Emotional Reasoning
Feelings as Facts
Minimization & Denial
Shrinking the Problem
Should Statements

The Tyranny of Shoulds
Personalization
Self-Blame Reflex
Mental Filtering
Negativity Tunnel Vision
Labeling

Identity Locking

Fortune Telling
Predicting the Worst
Magnification

Making Mountains from Molehills
Blaming

External Attribution

The Recovery Files — Embrace - Empower - Evolve
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This tool is designed for use in conjunction with professional treatment. It is not a substitute for
clinical care.

If you are in crisis, please call 988 or go to your nearest emergency room.
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PART 3 OF 5
Timeline Mapping
Life Timeline Mapping

Walk through each phase of your life and identify which cognitive distortions were present. This
isn't about blame — it's about understanding how patterns developed and connected to your
substance use.

Childhood (0-12)
Early experiences that may have planted seeds of distorted thinking patterns.
Adolescence (13-17)

Identity formation period where cognitive distortions often intensify alongside first exposure to
substances.

Young Adulthood (18-25)

Independence, relationship formation, and often escalation of substance use patterns.
Adulthood (26-40)

Career, family, and responsibility — where consequences often accumulate and denial deepens.
Mid-Life (41-55)

Reflection, loss, and often the crisis point where distortions can no longer sustain the addiction
narrative.

Later Life (56+)

Legacy, health concerns, and the opportunity for profound perspective shifts.

Recovery Journey

Where you are now — identifying, challenging, and replacing distorted thinking patterns.
The Recovery Files — Embrace - Empower - Evolve

This tool is designed for use in conjunction with professional treatment. It is not a substitute for
clinical care.

If you are in crisis, please call 988 or go to your nearest emergency room.
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PART 4 OF 5
Chemical Coping
Chemical Coping Deep Dive

This section helps you understand the specific relationship between each cognitive distortion and
your chemical coping patterns. Every distortion creates an emotional experience — and every
substance use was an attempt to manage that experience.

The Distortion - Emotion —» Substance Cycle

Chemical coping follows a predictable pattern: A distorted thought creates an intense emotion
that feels unbearable, which creates a perceived need for relief, which leads to substance use,
which temporarily changes the feeling, which reinforces the belief that chemicals are the solution.

Map Your Personal Cycle

Think about your most recent or most powerful relapse/use episode. Walk through the cycle:
What was the triggering situation? What distorted thought fired? What emotion did it create?
What was the "logic" that led to using?

Map your personal Distortion -» Emotion — Substance cycle here...

Substance-Specific Distortion Mapping

Different substances often "treat" different emotional states. Map which distortions connected to
which substances.

Primary Substance of Choice

Name the substance...

Which distortions most commonly preceded using this substance?
All-or-Nothing Thinking

Catastrophizing

Mind Reading

Emotional Reasoning

Minimization & Denial

Should Statements

Personalization

Mental Filtering
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Labeling
Fortune Telling
Magnification
Blaming

What emotional state did this substance "fix"?

Cognitive Distortions Timeline Mapping Board

Describe the emotional experience this substance was meant to manage...

Secondary Substance of Choice

Name the substance...

Which distortions most commonly preceded using this substance?

All-or-Nothing Thinking
Catastrophizing

Mind Reading
Emotional Reasoning
Minimization & Denial
Should Statements
Personalization
Mental Filtering
Labeling

Fortune Telling
Magnification
Blaming

What emotional state did this substance "fix"?

Describe the emotional experience this substance was meant to manage...
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Tertiary Substance of Choice

Name the substance...

Which distortions most commonly preceded using this substance?
All-or-Nothing Thinking
Catastrophizing

Mind Reading
Emotional Reasoning
Minimization & Denial
Should Statements
Personalization

Mental Filtering
Labeling

Fortune Telling
Magnification

Blaming

What emotional state did this substance "fix"?

Describe the emotional experience this substance was meant to manage...

Recovery Replacement Strategies
For each distortion rated 5+ in the library, identify a healthy replacement strategy.

Rate your distortion intensity in the Distortion Library (5 or higher) to see replacement strategy
prompts here.

The Recovery Files — Embrace - Empower - Evolve

This tool is designed for use in conjunction with professional treatment. It is not a substitute for
clinical care.

If you are in crisis, please call 988 or go to your nearest emergency room.
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PART 5 OF 5
Pattern Map
Pattern Map & Insights

Your bird's-eye view — the patterns that emerge when you step back and see how cognitive
distortions have operated across your life.

Distortion Heat Map Across Life Phases
Childhood

Adolescence

Young Adulthood

Adulthood

Mid-Life

Later Life

Recovery Journey
All-or-Nothing Thinking
Catastrophizing

Mind Reading

Emotional Reasoning
Minimization & Denial

Should Statements
Personalization

Mental Filtering

Labeling

Fortune Telling

Magnification

Blaming

Your Most Persistent Distortions
Complete the Timeline Mapping to see your pattern analysis here.
Synthesis & Integration

Origins
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Looking at your earliest distortions — where did they come from? What experiences,
relationships, or environments taught you to think this way? This isn't about blame. It's about
understanding the soil these patterns grew in.

Escalation Pattern

How did your distorted thinking and substance use escalate together over time? Did one drive the
other? Was there a "tipping point" where distorted thinking became the primary engine of your
addiction?

Functional Analysis

What PURPOSE did each of your main distortions serve? Even harmful thinking patterns typically
started as protection. What were they protecting you from?

Recovery Implications

Based on everything you've mapped, what are the three most important things you've learned
about your thinking patterns? What specific changes in your thinking are most critical for
sustaining your recovery?

Letter to Yourself

Write a compassionate letter to yourself — either to your younger self who first developed these
patterns, or to your present self as you work to change them.

The Recovery Files — Embrace - Empower - Evolve
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This tool is designed for use in conjunction with professional treatment. It is not a substitute for
clinical care.

If you are in crisis, please call 988 or go to your nearest emergency room.
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