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The Mood Journal — Instructions for Use 

The main workhorse for cognitive therapy is the Mood Journal. It allows you to record not only your upsetting 
thoughts but also your feelings and the events that triggered them. It can also be used to great advantage when 
you are overwhelmed by the urge to do nothing: Simply write down the thoughts that run through your mind 
when you think about a particular task. This will immediately show you what your problem is.  

Step 1 – Upsetting Situation or Event 
At the top of the Mood Journal, you can briefly describe one specific moment when you were feeling upset. The 
upsetting situation can be anything, but it must be specific as to person, place and time. It can be something as sim-
ple as sitting in your therapist’s office during the session, feeling discouraged and worthless. It could be some-
thing that happened last week, or at any time in your life. It could even be something in the future, like feeling 
anxious about an airplane flight or a presentation you have to give at work next week. 

You may ask yourself these questions to be more specific: At what time of day were you upset? Where were you? 
What was going on? You might feel like you’re upset all the time. If that’s the case, it will be easy, since you can 
select any moment, including the current moment. Specificity is necessary because cognitive therapy simply 
won’t work on a general, abstract level.  

Step 2 – Emotions 
You’ll see 9 categories of emotions listed near the top of 
the Mood Journal, with several synonyms for each cate-
gory. Circle all the words in each category that describe 
how you feel, and indicate how strongly you experience 
those emotions in the “%Now” column, on a scale from 0% 
(not at all) to 100% (intense). 

Step 3 – Negative Thoughts 
Record the negative thoughts that give rise to the emo-
tions above, as you are feeling upset. What were you tell-
ing yourself in that upsetting situation? Continue in this 
way until you’ve elicited the thoughts that are associated 
with each type of emotion. Keep these negative thoughts 
short. Long, rambling discourses are difficult to work with. 

Next, rate how strongly you believe each negative 
thought, on a scale from 0% (not at all) to 100% (com-
pletely). Scores of 100% are common. If we didn’t believe 

our distress-producing thoughts, we wouldn’t feel upset in the first place. 

Certain things do not belong in the Negative Thoughts column: (a) Don’t put rhetorical questions in this 
column, such as, “Why am I so passive? What’s wrong with me?” There’s really no answer to this question! But 
there’s always a hidden claim lurking behind every rhetorical question. You can easily transform a rhetorical 
question into a negative thought like, “I shouldn’t be so passive.” This is a classic Should Statement, and it’s rela-
tively easy to challenge. (b) Don’t put your feelings there either—these belong in the Emotions table—such 
as, “I am angry that my father doesn’t love me.” Instead, circle the “Angry” emotion at the top, and write only 
“My father doesn’t love me.” (c) Don’t list true facts, such as “My parents are divorcing.” Instead, ask your-
self what is upsetting about it, and turn it into a workable thought like, “They shouldn't have lied to me.” (d) 
Don’t state probabilities, such as “I could...” “It may be...” “They might do...” Our negative voices do not 
speak in such nuances. The stressed mind tends to think in black and white. Instead, rephrase them in terms of 
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“I will…” “It is…” “They will do…” Move the ambiguity into the “%Now” column to write down how much 
you believe that thought. For instance, I would believe 100% the thought “I could be struck by lightning today,” 
because there’s always a slight chance, but if you asked how much I believe “I will be struck by lightning today,” 
I would answer 0%. 

Step 4 – Agenda Setting (Finding Your Motivation) 
Magic Button: Imagine that there’s a magic button in front of you, and if you push it, all your negative feelings 
will disappear without your having to lift a finger, and you’ll walk out of today’s session on a real high, feeling 
fantastic. Will you press the button? You may answer “Yes” to that question—most people do. But be careful 
what you wish for. See below. 

Positive Reframing: There are probably a lot of really good reasons NOT to press the Magic Button. Ask 
yourself, “What do these Emotions and Negative Thoughts show about me that’s really positive and awesome?” 
Make a list. E.g.: What does the depression I feel about my father say about me? It says that I care about him, and 
that I cherish his love. Write those two sentences on a separate piece of paper. Continue with the other Emotions 
and Thoughts on your Mood Journal. 

Paradoxical Cost-Benefit Analysis (CBA): For certain Negative Thoughts/Beliefs, it would even appear 
dangerous or irresponsible to let them go, even though we have powerful tools to dispute them. For those, make 
a list of all the good reasons NOT to give them up. For example, if you believe that your boss is going to fire 
you, a good reason to hold onto that belief might be that it makes you more vigilant and watch what you're do-
ing. Again, make a list. Look at your list of good reasons NOT to let go of that thought. You might decide to 
keep it, in spite of all the anxiety and grief that it brings you.  

Magic Dial: Finally, when you see that your Emotions 
reveal such wonderful things about you, and you’re 
your Negative Thoughts play such an important role in 
protecting you, maybe we don’t want to get rid of them 
entirely. But since you are doing this work, there’s a 
good chance that you still want to improve your Emo-
tions. There may be a lower level that would be acceptable to you. Imagine that instead of a Magic Button, you 
have a magic dial, and that you can set the intensity of your emotions at any level you want, what would be the 
ideal level? You will write this in the “%Goal” column. Ask yourself “How Depressed do I want to feel?” (enter a 
percentage), then how Anxious, how Defective, etc.  

Step 5 – Identifying the Distortions 
See the handout Identifying the Distortions for more details. This method is often not 
sufficient to put the lie to the negative thoughts in the left-side column, but it will 
pave the way for subsequent techniques. There often are one or two obvious distor-
tions in each distress-producing thought, such as All-or-Nothing Thinking (AoN), or 
Fortune Telling (FT), but in the majority of cases, it is possible to find at least half a 
dozen more. For example, what may look like an observation will often contain and 
implied Should.  

Step 6 – Turning the Thoughts Around 
In this step, you begin to challenge your negative thoughts with thoughts that are undistorted and realistic. This 
is called the Straightforward Technique. This is where the emotional change occurs. A common complaint 
from people who do this work is: “I can see intellectually that my negative thought isn’t true, but I still feel upset.” 
People who say this are actually fooling themselves. If we really see that our negative thoughts aren’t true, our 
feelings instantly change. There is no disconnection between our thoughts and feelings. A way to restore sanity 
to our thinking is to address each distortion one at a time. For instance, I may have found some Mental Filter 
(MF) in the thought “My father should be more understanding.” In this case, I can undistort it by noticing the 
times when my father is understanding, which I tend to overlook in that situation. I could write in the Turna-
rounds column “My father was really understanding of my situation about paying for college tuition.” 
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In the “%Belief” column indicate how much you believe these turnarounds, from 0% – 100%. Then, re-estimate 
how strongly you believe the corresponding negative thoughts. To be effective, the Alternative (or “positive”) 
Thought must have two characteristics. Dr. David Burns calls them the necessary and sufficient conditions for 
emotional change: 

• The necessary condition. The positive thought must be 100% true. Rationalizations or half-truths 
won’t do you any good. 

• The sufficient condition. The positive thought must put the lie to the negative thought. In other 
words, your belief in the negative thought must go down drastically, and ideally all the way to 0%, or 
near 0%. 

If these two conditions are fulfilled, you’ll nearly always see an immediate and dramatic change in the way you 
feel. But that’s easier said than done, because most of us have believed our negative thoughts for years, and our 
attempts to challenge them in the past have been ineffective. If the positive thought isn’t 100% true, it will have 
little chance of helping you. You may be tempted to put down a feel-good affirmation in the Turnarounds col-
umn, such as “I have a great personality,” when your Negative Thought was “I have no personality.” But if you 
are just paying lip service to the “power of positive thinking,” it will most likely be ineffective because it won’t 
fulfill the necessary condition for emotional change. 

When you are satisfied that you’ve successfully undone all the distortions, enter in the “%After” column how 
much you still believe in the negative thought. If you’ve brought it down to 0% or in the low single-digits, your 
work is done (for this particular negative thought). If you still see some double-digit values, first make sure that 
you are not falling in the category: (c) Don’t list true facts. If not, you may still need to do some work on this 
thought, using more powerful techniques described in the handout 50 Ways to Untwist Your Thinking.  

Step 7 – Checking Your Emotional Goals 
When you have defeated all the Negative Thoughts in your Mood Journal, check in with yourself and ask how 
strongly you are still experiencing the emotions you circled in your Emotions table. Enter those values in the 
“%After” column (in the Emotions section, not the Negative Thoughts section). If the intensity is at or below 
your goal, mission accomplished! Don’t worry that you may have fallen below your stated goals in the Magic 
Dial technique. That Agenda Setting technique is designed to melt the outcome resistance, which will not be a 
factor once you’re on the other side of the Mood Journal. If, on the other hand, you haven’t met your emotional 
goals, there may have been some corners cut, or perhaps some negative thoughts haven’t been listed in your 
Mood Journal, or some more powerful techniques are needed, such as Exposure or Externalization of Voices. 

 


