
UNDERSTANDING
NEGATIVE THOUGHTS

Learn how your thoughts control your actions

Help break the cycle of anxiety and fear

Understand how your brain reacts to danger
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Modern-day humans still have a tribal brain. In fact, the brain hasn’t evolved for
millions of years. 

You’ll often hear the metaphor of the saber-toothed tiger when 
discussing managing our fears, which explains how our brain 
wants to protect us from harm to increase our chances of survival. 
If the brain detects danger of any kind, it sends a message to 
the body to release chemicals which give us extra energy and 
strength. This is known as ‘fight or flight’. 

The chemicals in your body will give you the energy to fight 
the tiger, or run away from it.

UNDERSTANDING NEGATIVE THOUGHTS
Negative thoughts can play a crucial role in the emotional distress we
experience. 

Research proves that the way we think controls the way we feel, and the way
we feel can control the way we behave. 

THOUGHTS 
(what we 

think)

BEHAVIOUR 
(what we 

do)

EMOTIONS 
(what we 

feel)

If you’re experiencing anxiety, worry, fear, or anger for example, then your
thoughts will be at the forefront of these emotions. 

It’s really important that we understand our thoughts if we want to understand
our negative emotions and suffering, to empower us to break free from the
negative thought cycle.

THE BRAIN
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Your brain will do this every time you feel this
fear, trying to protect you from future
situations like this – even if they’re not really
dangerous. Remember, your brain doesn’t
know the difference between real danger
and perceived danger. 

So now you see how those negative
thoughts and fears and your own brain’s
physiology can keep you trapped in a vicious
cycle of fear and worry, and even create a
physical response to your fears – a panic
attack.

Of course, your
brain doesn’t

know what’s real
and what isn’t. 
It can mistake

real danger for us
perceiving

something to be
dangerous. 

There is no saber-
toothed tiger, but if

you experience
embarrassment,

shame or
vulnerability, for
example in a job
interview or at a

social event, your
brain can interpret

this situation as
dangerous. 

You feel fear and
your brain reacts
by sending out
those fight or

flight chemicals.
They might cause

your heart to
pound, your skin

to sweat, your
stomach to churn,
and your breath to

quicken. 

We can develop many fears throughout our lives. Some are obvious, like
having a fear of flying, dogs, spiders or loud bangs. 

In my therapy room, I often work with fears, such as:  

Fear of not being 
good enough 

(the person may worry
about making decisions or

be very self-critical)

Fear of failure 
(the client may worry 

about making mistakes 
or not being perfect)

Fear of being unloved 
(the individual may worry

about fitting in with others
or being rejected)

Fear of being a bad person
(the person may worry

about upsetting others or
doing something wrong)

Fear of being incompetent
(the client may worry about

asking for help, despite
needing it)
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It may seem impossible right now, but you can learn techniques to turn this
thinking around. How? Well, I’d like you to see your thoughts as a reminder of
what you don’t want to have happen in your life. For example:

The thoughts we have are a reminder of what we don’t want. Here’s how this
thought process happens:

THOUGHTS AS PROTECTION

“What if no one 
speaks to me?” 
(You don’t want 

to be ignored)

“What if I have cancer?” 
(You don’t want 

to die)

“If I make a mistake,
everyone will think 

I am incapable” 
(You don’t want to be

seen as incapable)

“I won’t get the job, so
there’s no point 
applying for it” 
(You don’t want 
to be rejected)
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As a small child, you’re scared by an aggressive dog at the park.

You fear for your safety and your brain associates that terrified feeling 
with dogs so, from that day onwards, you feel anxious around dogs. 

Your brain now believes dogs are a threat to you, 
so it will automatically remind you that you fear dogs. 

You’ll experience negative thoughts and feelings in the presence of dogs 
and will therefore want to avoid them.



The same can happen with a fear of not being liked, for example – if you’re
criticised a lot as a child, you can feel ashamed, different, vulnerable and
scared. This experience turns into a belief: “I am not liked”. 

This then turns into a fear as your brain makes the link between ‘not being
liked’ and feeling scared and embarrassed. Your brain tries to protect you
from not being liked, so it will communicate with you through your
thoughts to remind you of what you don’t want. 

As an adult, you may be invited to a
party. But remembering that belief

from your childhood, 
you may have thoughts that 
people don’t want you there. 

Because of your fear of not being
liked, you don’t want to feel

unwelcome. These thoughts make
you feel anxious about attending

and the likelihood is you won’t go. 
This could be diagnosed as 
social anxiety if persistent.

Your thoughts have convinced you
to avoid the event, in an attempt to

protect you from ever feeling the
way you did previously. 

 
Your brain doesn’t realise that

you’re safe and this is a 
perceived danger… 

 
It doesn’t know the difference!
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THE ROOTS OF FEAR 

Bullied at school = 
you believe no one likes you 

(fear of not being liked) =
 negative thoughts about 
what other people think 

of you. 

Criticised by parents = 
you believe you are not

good enough (fear of not 
being seen as 

good enough) =
negative thoughts

around making decisions
or feel like a fraud when 

you do well.

Parents with high
expectations = 

you believe you’re a
failure (fear of being seen

as a failure) = 
negative thoughts about

making mistakes or 
not being perfect at

everything. 

Lack of attention 
as a child = 

you believe you’re
unloved (fear of not

being loved) = 
negative thoughts

about not fitting in or
being rejected.

Strict or 
punitive parents = 
you believe you’re a
bad person (fear of

being seen as a 
bad person) = 

negative thoughts
about upsetting others

or doing something
wrong.

Academically weak 
in school = 

you believe you’re
incompetent (fear 

being seen as
incompetent) = 

negative thoughts
about asking for help,

despite needing it.



• You still have a tribal brain in a modern world.
• Your brain doesn’t know the difference between real danger and perceived
danger, so can try to protect you from something that isn’t dangerous. 
• Your thoughts are not facts, they are reminding you of what you don’t want.
• Your thoughts control the way you feel and behave.
• You do not choose to have these thoughts.

It may seem impossible, but you can
control how you react to these
thoughts. 

Although you have no control over the
thoughts that enter your mind, you
always have control over how you react
to them. 

You can become an observer of your
thoughts and see that, although they
are part of you, they do not belong to
you. 

This can help you take back control. 

We have these thoughts as a way of trying to protect and prepare ourselves. As
you can see from these examples, our thoughts determine the way we feel and
behave, so they’re very important to understand. 
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THOUGHT: If I make a mistake, 
my boss will regret hiring me 
for the job

FEELING: Anxious, worried

BEHAVIOUR: Over-prepare and
over-work to ensure 
project is perfect

THOUGHT: People think 
I’m annoying

FEELING: Embarrassed,
anxious 

BEHAVIOUR: Sit quietly when
in the presence of others

REMEMBER...



By questioning your response to the
negative situation, you can begin to
free yourself from the tangle of fears
that’s been holding you back for years.

When we help our brain to see that the
things we fear are no longer a threat to
us, it will stop protecting us and allow
us to enjoy these things once again. 

If this is something you need help with,
or you’d like to work with me to
empower yourself to bring joy back
into your life, get in touch. 

Alternatively, keep an eye on your
inbox for further updates from me. 

Through working with me using Cognitive Behavioural Therapy, you can start
to challenge your unhelpful thoughts. 

When you create a rationale for your response, you can dig into your reasons
for behaving that way, rather than accepting your response as a given. 

You can ask yourself questions like:
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FREE YOURSELF!

How could I look at this 
another way?

How would x see this situation?

Where is the evidence that 
if I do x, y will happen?

Who benefits from this?

How can I verify or disprove 
these assumptions?

Would my reasoning 
stand up in court?


