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Understanding the Anxiety Cycle
An ABC Worksheet
Anxiety can happen quickly. Something occurs, our mind interprets what it means, and our body and emotions may react before we have had much time to think about what is happening. The ABC model is a cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) tool that can help slow this process down and make the pieces easier to notice.
	The goal is not to force yourself to “think positively.” The goal is to notice what happened, identify what your mind told you about it, recognize how that interpretation affected you, and consider whether there are other ways of understanding the situation.



	A
	Activating Event  What happened?


Describe the situation as concretely as you can. Try to separate what you know happened from what you think it meant.
Example: I sent someone a text this morning, and they haven’t responded.
Ask yourself: What happened? What did I see or hear? Who was involved? What facts do I know?
	B
	Beliefs and Thoughts  What did my mind tell me?


Our brains automatically try to make sense of situations, especially when something feels uncertain or threatening. Sometimes those interpretations are accurate. Sometimes anxiety fills in information we do not actually have.
Example: They’re upset with me. I must have said something wrong. They’re ignoring me.
Ask yourself: What went through my mind? What am I afraid this means? What am I predicting will happen? What am I assuming about myself, another person, or the situation?
	C
	Consequences  What happened next?


Thoughts and interpretations can affect emotions, physical sensations, and behavior.
Example: Emotion: anxious, embarrassed, afraid  •  Body: tight chest, upset stomach, racing heart  •  Behavior: rereading the message, checking the phone, considering another text, difficulty concentrating
Ask yourself: What emotions did I notice? What happened in my body? What did I feel an urge to do? What did I actually do?
Anxiety often wants certainty before certainty is available.
You do not have to convince yourself that your anxious thought is wrong. Instead, become curious about it.
• What evidence supports my interpretation?
• What evidence might not support it?
• Is there information I do not have yet?
• Are there other reasonable explanations for what happened?
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Your ABC Worksheet
Slow the cycle down and get curious about what your anxiety is telling you.
A — Activating Event: What happened?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
B — Beliefs/Thoughts: What did I tell myself it meant?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
C — Consequences: What did I feel emotionally and physically? What did I do or want to do?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
Now, slow the cycle down.
What evidence supports my interpretation? What evidence does not?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
What else might be true? Is there information I do not have yet?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
If someone I cared about were in this situation, what might I say to them?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
A More Balanced Response
A balanced thought does not have to be cheerful. It simply takes into account more of the available information.
	Instead of
	“They’re ignoring me because they’re angry with me.”

	Try
	“I don’t know why they haven’t responded. They could be busy, they may not have seen the message, or they could be upset. I don’t have enough information yet to know.”


What is a more balanced way of understanding my situation?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
What would I like to do next?
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
	A useful reminder: “This is what my anxiety is telling me. I do not know yet whether it is true.”
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