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10 Common Thinking Traps 

Sometimes we can fall into common thinking traps based on myths related to cultural norms, outdated 

research and common misconceptions.  These are usually inextricably linked to unhelpful relational frames 

from the past.  These traps are a common contributor to getting stuck and not making progress towards 

goals.  

 

Whilst these thoughts cannot be stopped, if recognized for what they are, a person can learn new ways to 

behave in relation to them.  We cannot stop our minds creating or eliminating these traps but can learn to 

change our behaviour.  These thoughts will then be recognised more quickly and a person can avoid fallin g 

into them so easily or at all, accepting that they are just thoughts and we can choose what we do with 

them.   

 

The “I Can Figure It All Out in My Head” Trap 

When faced with new situations some people believe that they can control the pain and suffering 

associated with these new challenges by working it all out in their heads.  They spend endless hours 

ruminating about the situation and how to control all the things that could go wrong.  In addition to this 

they try to control and eliminate the pain and suffering related to new opportunity or challenge.   

 

The only problem with doing this is that their minds have the ability to generate an endless stream of 

thoughts and emotions associated with the situation, as well as the pain and suffering associated wi th it.  

Instead of controlling their pain and suffering, their minds generate even more things to worry about, 

thereby increasing their troubling thoughts and painful emotions about the situation. 

 

The truth is that they will never be able to figure out all of the things that could go wrong (or right) with a 

new opportunity or challenge.  In addition, they can never eliminate the troubling thoughts and painful 

emotions associated with the new experience by just thinking about them.  Often, the direct experience of 

the situation is totally different from what they thought it would be like, and many of the aspects of the 

situation they worried about turn out to be benign or a positive outcome.  

 

People who fall into this trap believe they can control their pain and suffering by figuring everything out in 

their heads instead of accepting their pain and suffering and experiencing the situation for real.   

Sometimes people avoid new experiences and could miss out on an enriching experience and a potential to 

live their dreams, their passions.  

 

The “Thoughts Are Reality” Trap 

This is based on the myth that thoughts about things represent objective reality.  In actuality, thoughts 

about things are just that, thoughts about them.  Processed in the brain, thoughts are often distorted by 

interpretation, judgment and other cognitive processes.  A person’s reality of whatever they are thinking 

about is usually a version of it as it passes through filters of the brain and all of its accumulated relational 

frames.  Nowhere is this more evident than in thinking about events from the past.   

 



 

 

For example, a person could give feedback about an achievement in the past.  The thoughts about this 

event could be recaptured in the way the mind remembers it now.  The recollection of thoughts could be 

subject to omission or embellishment of certain information.  It is common to leave out certain bits of 

information or exaggerate others as a person thinks about past events.   

People fall into this trap when they believe their thoughts are the actual situation instead of just thoughts 

about the situation.   

 

The “All Thoughts Are Equally Important” Trap 

The “all thoughts are equally important” trap values all thoughts equally.  Most thoughts are really opinions, 

judgments or evaluations.  Some thoughts are very important and related to key goals and decisions that 

are linked to values.  Others are of minimal importance and have little relevance to day-to-day activities. 

 

For example, a person may have read the newspaper and was distressed to hear about harsh working 

conditions in factories in Malaysia, some animals were put down because of neglect and there is an increase 

in the cost of petrol just as a holiday weekend is arriving.   A person could find themselves thinking, it’s 

really horrible about the conditions those Malaysian workers have to endure.  Those people are really 

suffering.  Those poor animals, why did they have to die?  Why couldn’t someone has looked after them 

and fed them?  Those oil companies should be ashamed of themselves about what they charge and putting 

prices up at the holiday weekend.  Great, what a start to summer. 

 

Most of these thoughts won’t directly apply to a person or affect day-to-day life and therefore are less 

important than other things that a person may think about.  The only one that might would be the increase 

in the price of petrol.  For any of these thoughts it would be perfectly ok to say, this thought isn’t really 

worth paying much attention to.  It doesn’t really affect me that much and isn’t very helpful to dwell on.  

This trap occurs when all thoughts are treated equally seriously and are assigned the same high importance.   

 

The “Thoughts Are Orders” Trap 

This is based on the belief that just because a person thinks something, they feel they have to act on it.  

Thoughts cannot be controlled but behaviour in relation to thinking can.  Since all thoughts are not equal 

and some are ridiculous and even embarrassing, it’s ok for a person to say to themselves, there goes my 

crazy mind again, I don’t have to act on these silly thoughts.  A person does not have to act on all thoughts.  

There some questions that assist to evaluate the thoughts.  So, if a person feels compelled to act wi thout 

carefully weighing the pros and cons of their behaviour, these questions can help:  Are these thoughts and 

orders to act helpful to me?  If not helpful then accept them for what they are, unhelpful thoughts.   

 

For example, imagine a person who feels compelled to correct other people every time they cite an 

incorrect fact or make a mistake.  They may not be able to tolerate wrong or making mistakes and feel 

compelled to set this same standard for interactions with others.  Even if they like the other person and 

want to get to know them better, they will correct them, often embarrass them in front of others, in public, 

telling themselves this is the right thing to do.  

 

Just because the mind told them a person is wrong and shouldn’t be allowed to get away with passing 

misinformation, does not mean that they have to act on these thoughts.  It is perfectly ok to think I real ly 

shouldn’t let them get away with this and refrain from action on the thought, because doing so would 

embarrass the other person and work against efforts to befriend them.  People fall into this trap when they 

mindlessly treat unhelpful thoughts as marching orders. 

 

The “Thoughts Are Threats” Trap 

“Sticks and stones may break my bones but words will never hurt me”.  The power of words can hurt if 

taken seriously or people act impulsively on them, thoughts (like words) cannot harm you.  Thinking 

something can hurt is not the same as actually being hurt. 

 



 

 

For example, a person may have read a story about urban gang violence, which is really upsetting.  They 

feel personally threatened by the high rates of urban gang related crime and violence and helpless in their 

inability to cope with this problem.  In fact, however, this person may live in a very secure suburban 

community with little violent crime and a very active neighborhood watch program that has a strong 

relationship with the local police.  The thoughts are just thoughts, they are not a reality of lif e.  People fall  

into this trap when they perceive the mind’s extrapolation of events that threaten others as something that 

is personally threatening.   

 

The Outdated Thoughts and Personal Scripts Trap 

People can carry around thoughts and personal scripts about themselves that are outdated and no longer 

represent who they are.  Like faded photographs and newspaper clippings of themselves in old albums, 

these images represent part of who people are but are often just dated mementoes of the past.  Like black 

ice that’s invisible until a person slips on it, these outdated images, thoughts and scripts can send their 

minds spinning wildly and sabotage their best efforts to stay on course in moving forward toward goals.  

 

For example, take a person who say is a highly successful graphic designer, easily meeting every challenge 

in life, when thinking about career goals they have images in their mind of being an incompetent child from 

years ago who was never able to live up to a parent’s impossible standard.  These images are outdated and 

no longer helpful in getting this person to where they want to be.  People fall into this trap when they buy 

into old thoughts and personal scripts and create unnecessary barriers to taking the valued action they so 

desperately want and need.  

 

The “Scary Pictures Are Real” Trap 

Harris (2007) The Happiness Trap refers to troubling mental images as “scary pictures”.  Over the course of a 

life, a mental scrapbook of scary pictures dating all the way back to early childhood can be created .  These 

scary pictures equate in the mind as reality.  It is as if a person has gone to a horror movie and believes the 

zombie on the screen is real and is actually munching on the innocent victim’s leg.  Scary pictures don’t 

exist in the real world, in the present moment they don’t pose an actual physical threat to wellbeing.  They 

are just like crazy thoughts and scripts that a very creative mind can churn out all day long, nonstop. 

 

Sometimes these scary pictures set up barriers to achieving goals.  For example, the graphic designer could 

probably close their eyes and conjure up all kinds of scary pictures that stand in the way of leaving a job 

and starting a business.  They may picture being homeless, staring waiting for clients, have a stack of 

unpaid bills on the table, wondering how are they going to be paid.  In fact, none of these pictures are real .  

None of these scenarios have actually played out in real time, they are just figments of a very active mind 

that allows the projection into the future and create a limitless array of negative images.  Instead of 

equating the scary pictures with reality, they could just as easily tell themselves: There goes my old movie 

projector again, and then view the scary pictures as just another crazy mental picture show. 

 

People who fall into this trap believe the images in their heads are real, rather than mere pictures their 

minds create whenever they feel afraid. 

 

The Permanence Trap 

Martin Seligman (1990), a pioneer in positive psychology, coined the term explan atory style to describe 

personality attributes related to how people perceive troubling events and how this contributes to their 

pessimism or optimism.     

 

A person’s explanatory style has three key components; permanence, pervasiveness and personalization.  

Permanence refers to how long a person believes a troubling situation will last.  Most troubling situations 

do not last forever and are linked to time frames that eventually expire.   

 

Some people become stuck believing troubling events will last forever and affect them permanently.  They 

will often use words like ‘always’ and ‘never’ when referring to the permanence of events.  



 

 

 

For example; thoughts for the graphic designer could be; my business will never get out of debt or I’ll never 

get enough clients to become profitable.  They may get stuck in the belief that they will never make money 

and would not be able to take the kinds of risk that they would need to take to get a business moving 

forward.  

 

A more realistic view of troubling events is to view them as temporary.  In most situations, the negative 

thoughts and painful emotions accompanying troubling events and circumstances are temporary and don’t 

represent a permanent state of being.   Thoughts could be; although this is a very painful thing to 

experience, it is normal and part of starting a new business.  In time the client base will build and generate 

income.   People fall into this trap when they believe the temporary conditions will last forever.  When this 

happens, they lose their faith in the future, no longer act on values and fail to live the lives they want to 

lead.     

 

The Pervasiveness Trap  

Pervasiveness refers to how extensive a person perceives specific problems to be.   A person may 

overestimate the extent of the problem and negative personal characteristics.  When this occurs, they tend 

to view problems or negative personal attributes as affecting every aspect of their lives instead of viewing 

them as context-specific characteristics. 

 

For example; the graphic designer may find after a few months they are making invoicing mistakes, not 

good at answering the telephone, keeping up with the administration and think that they should never have 

started the business because they cannot get anything right.  In fact, the person may be an incredible artist 

with a fantastic flair for design but they are not a skilled office manager, administrator which has nothing to 

do with them being a designer.  They could employ someone to perform that aspect and thrive at being a 

designer.  People fall into this trap when they allow their thoughts about context-specific troubles and 

personal attributes to become pervasive and influence other facets of their lives that are not affected.   

 

The Personalization Trap 

This refers to the extent a person believes that responsibility for their problem is exclusively linked to 

themselves or others, which Seligman (1990) used the term internal and external to describe.  People can 

take an internal or external view of responsibility for problems.  Those with a more external view tend to 

blame others or society for their problems.  Seligman found that an external style was associated with 

greater optimism, while and internal explanatory style was related to pessimism.   In terms of ACT 

(Acceptance and Commitment Therapy) the view on thoughts and personal scripts that exclusively blame 

the self or others for problems or barriers that stand in the way of taking values congruent action aren’t 

very helpful. 

 

For example; if the graphic designer took an external view, thoughts may be; the Government really has 

made it impossible to run a small business.  There are too many things to keep track of, too many forms to 

fill out.  Clients expect too much.  If an internal view was taken, thoughts maybe; it is their fault that there 

are so many problems understanding forms and regulations, etc. 

 

In fact, the problem in the business would be related to a combination of things associated with the 

Government and the person.  People fall into this category when they assign full responsibility for their 

problems exclusively to themselves or others.   

 


