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What is CBT and how Does it Work?

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) is a form of psychotherapy that helps people identify and change
unhelpful thinking patterns and behaviors. It is based on the idea that our thoughts, feelings, and actions are
all interconnected, and by changing one of these elements, we can influence the others.

How CBT Works

CBT is a short-term, goal-oriented approach that focuses on current problems rather than delving into the
distant past. It typically involves a structured process where you work collaboratively with a therapist. Here
are the core steps:

Identify Negative Thoughts and Beliefs: The first step is to become aware of the automatic, often negative,
thoughts you have about yourself, others, and the world. These can be "cognitive distortions" like
all-or-nothing thinking, catastrophizing, or jumping to conclusions. For example, a person with social anxiety
might think, "I'm going to say something stupid and everyone will laugh at me."

Challenge and Reframe: Once these thoughts are identified, you and your therapist will work to challenge
them. This involves questioning the evidence for and against your thoughts and considering alternative, more
realistic perspectives. The goal isn't to think positively all the time, but to think more balanced and
realistically.

Change Behaviors: CBT also focuses on changing unhelpful behavioral patterns. You might be asked to do
"homework" assignments, such as practicing a new skill, facing a fear in a small, manageable way, or
engaging in activities that bring you a sense of accomplishment. This helps you build new, healthier habits
and prove to yourself that your old beliefs aren't true.

Automatic thoughts are the key to understanding how CBT works on a neurological level. They're the rapid,
often unconscious thoughts that pop into your mind throughout the day. These thoughts are shaped by your
past experiences and are essentially the brain's default interpretations of events.

The reason these thoughts feel so automatic and hard to change is because of neuropathways. A
neuropathway is a network of neurons in the brain that communicate with each other. The more a particular
thought or behavior is repeated, the stronger the neuropathway becomes. Think of it like a well-worn path in
a forest; it's the easiest and quickest way to get from one point to another. In the same way, the

neuropathways for negative automatic thoughts become the brain's "go-to" response.

CBT leverages the brain's ability to change, a concept known as neuroplasticity. By consistently challenging
your negative automatic thoughts and practicing new behaviors, you are actively creating new, healthier
neuropathways. This process is like forging a new path in the forest. At first, it's difficult and takes conscious
effort, but with repetition, the new path becomes easier to travel and the old, unhelpful one is used less and
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less. Over time, the new neuropathway becomes the brain's new default, making the healthier thoughts and
behaviors feel more automatic
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