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Changing Problem Thoughts (1) 

 

 

Thoughts affect  

how you feel. 

If you think 

negatively, you 

 feel bad. 

Feeling bad makes 

 it harder to 

 stay clean. 

You can feel better 

(and strengthen  

your recovery) by 

changing problem 

thoughts into  

healthy thoughts. 

 

 1. It’s a Saturday night.  You’ve been sober for a week.  All your friends are out partying.  You’re alone at home 
and, for the first time in years, you have no plans.   And voila, you have a problem thought: “I can’t have fun 
unless I drink.”  Luckily you recognize that as a problem thought and decide to change it.   
 
Go through the following options, cross out the problem thoughts, and circle the healthy ones. 
 

a. I feel that way now, but I know things will get 
better. 

b. Alcohol brings out my fun side.  I’m awkward 
without it. 

c. I know people who enjoy being sober.  That 
means I can too. 

d. I need alcohol to feel inspired. 

e. Recovery is boring.  
f. Sitting and thinking ain’t helping.  I can go to my 

friend’s no-alcohol party and try to have fun.   

g. There are things I enjoy doing sober, like riding 
my motorcycle and studying karate. 

h. I’ll never find anything to replace drinking. 

i. I’d like to take up bungie jumping.  Yeah. 
 

j. I can read this recovery booklet, which is very 
satisfying and great fun! 

 
See page 10 for the answers. 
 
How can you tell if a thought is a problem?  If it makes you feel bad or want to use, then it’s a problem. 

(Continues on page 2) 
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Changing Problem Thoughts (2) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PROBLEM THOUGHT HEALTHY THOUGHT 

      

There are many ways to change a 
problem thought into a healthy 
thought.  Here are two: 

• Think of what a close friend or 
wise person would tell you 
about the thought. 

• Complete the phrase, “That 
might feel true, but proof it’s 
wrong includes…” 

 

2. You’ll find a list of problem thoughts below on the left.  Which of the options on the right is the healthy 
thought?  There’s one right answer for each problem thought. 

 
 

Problem thought Which is a healthy thought? 

“No one believes I can stay clean, so what’s the 
point?  I should start using again.” 

a. I’m not gonna let others dictate my recovery. 
b. I should go out and buy a dog. 
c. It’ll help if I listen to this angry music. 

“I can use once and keep it under control.” 

a. Of course I can use once.  Yep.  No problem. 
b. I’m such an idiot.  Can’t believe I thought about 

that. 
c. Okay, I’m having a craving. I’m going to call my 

sponsor. 

“I relapsed again, and now everyone hates me.” 

a. Oh, for what I did, I deserve to be hated. 
b. Really, I should buy a dog.  A beagle. 
c. I know I did awful things, but I can make up for it.  

Also, I know that my sister, uncle, and friend 
George will always be there for me.   

 
 

See page 10 for the answers. 

(Continued on page 3) 
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3. Imagine: After 6 years of recovery, your best friend slipped up.  He used once.  Now he’s upset with 

himself, feels like a failure, and is tempted to keep using. 

→ What are your friend’s problem thoughts?  Circle all that are correct. 

a. “I’m a failure, and my recovery is over.” b. “I only used once.  It’s not a big deal.” 
c. “I need to buy myself a dog, a 

Labrador.” 
d. “I already gave in, so I should just keep 

using.” 
e. “I’m a wonderful person.” f. “Oh, come on… a problem thought, really?” 

 
 

→ Imagine your friend’s problem thought is: “I’m a failure because I used again.”  How can you help your 
friend see things differently?   To come up with ideas, consider: 

•  What would a close friend or wise person say about the thought? 

• Think, “That might feel true, but proof that it’s wrong includes…” and complete the sentence. 

Fill the boxes below with healthier ways to look at your friend’s situation.  We’ve included 3 examples. 

My problem thought: 
I already gave in, so I 
should just keep using. 

 

 

 

It isn’t too 
late to try 
again. 

 

You can’t let 
one slip-up 
mess up 6 years 
of recovery. 

You’ve 
overcome 

worse, and you 
can overcome 

this too. 

Changing Problem Thoughts (3) 

(Continued on page 4) 
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  Changing Problem Thoughts (4) 

4. Okay, here’s a repeat: problem thoughts make you feel bad or more likely to use.  Everyone has them.  Which 

do you struggle with?  Here are some examples.  Check any that sound familiar.   

 

 That person didn’t smile at me.  I must have 
done something to offend them. 

 That was a horrible mistake.  I’m always 
making mistakes.  I never learn. 

 I’ve wasted my life.  I’ve lost out on so many 
opportunities. 

 If someone doesn’t like me, it means I’m not a 
likeable person. 

 It won’t hurt to use drugs in moderation, like 
once/month. 

 Life will always be boring without drugs.  
Recovery sucks. 

 I yelled at the kids this morning.  I’m a terrible 
father and person. 

 I shouldn’t get upset so easily.  What’s wrong 
with me? 

 I need to appear perfect.  Otherwise, I’m a 
failure.  

 Everything always goes badly for me.  I just 
have bad luck. 

 
 

 

 

5. Choose a problem thought and, using the space below, rewrite it into something healthier.  Remember to 

consider the following: 

• What would a close friend or wise person say about the thought? 

• Think, “That might feel true, but proof that it’s wrong includes…” and complete the sentence. 

 

 

Alternative (healthier) thought: 

 

Problem thought: 

 

See page 5 for examples of problem thoughts and alternatives. 
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EXAMPLES 

Here are some examples of problem thoughts and healthier 

alternatives.  Add color to complete the picture. 

Problem Thought Healthier Alternative 

That person didn’t smile at 

me.  I must have done 

something to offend them. 

That person didn’t smile at 

me, but I didn’t do anything 

to offend them.  They must 

be having a bad day. 

I’ve wasted my life.  I’ve lost 

out on so many opportunities. 

It doesn’t help to be stuck in 

the past.  I need to focus on 

the future and the 

opportunities that come  

with it. 

It won’t hurt to use drugs in 

moderation, like once/month. 

Last time I tried to use “just 

once,” I relapsed for  

three months.  Better to stay 

away completely. 

I yelled at the kids this 

morning.  I’m a terrible father 

and person. 

Am I really going to let one 

event determine my whole 

identity and cancel out all the 

good things I’ve done? 

I need to appear perfect.  

Otherwise, I’m a failure. 

If someone else said this, I’d 

tell them that no one is 

perfect, and that not being 

perfect doesn’t mean you’re a 

failure.  It isn’t all or nothing. 

Just try the best you can. 

 

Changing Problem Thoughts (5) 
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6. What problem thought are you dealing with?  Think of 

something on your mind that really bothers you. Describe it 

below. 

 

 

 

Can’t come up with anything?  Consider one of the following:  

(1) Think of a dilemma or challenge you’re up against.  What 

thoughts are getting in the way?  

(2) Is there something threatening your recovery?  

(3) Is there something bothersome or negative in your life 

that you can’t stop thinking about? 

7. Change the problem thought into a healthy one.  Write the healthy thought here: 

 

 

 

8.  Congratulations! You’ve identified a problem thought and replaced it with a healthier version.  

Next, decide whether each of the following statements is true or false. 

a. I had no problem coming up with a healthy thought, but it didn’t help my mood or strengthen 
my recovery. 
True → It’s possible your “healthy” thought wasn’t realistic.  Go to TIP #1 
False → Nice.  Move onto question B. 
 
b. I had difficulty coming up with a healthy thought.  The problem thought was too convincing, 
and I couldn’t think of any alternatives. 
True → No worries.  We’ve got more tricks up our sleeves. Go to #TIP #2   
False → Super! Move onto question C. 
 
c. I’m happy to changing problem thoughts into good ones and never want this booklet to end. 
Answer: While the author sincerely hopes you answered “true,” either answer is acceptable.  
Even if you answered False to both statements, we recommend reading both TIPS… 

 

Changing Problem Thoughts (6) 

 



Kim Rosenthal, MD                                             Outside-the-Box Recovery Changing Problem Thoughts     8 
 

 
(Continued on page 7) 
 

  

Changing Problem Thoughts (7) 

Tips for changing problem thoughts into healthy ones 

TIP #1. Did your “healthy thought” improve your mood?  If not, you might need to make the thought 
more realistic or convincing.  You have to believe in what you’re thinking. 
 

 
 

 

Answers are on page 10. 

Changing bad to healthy isn’t about positive thinking.  It’s about creating reality-based thoughts.  You 

have to believe what you write.  “I’m going to win the lottery” or “I’ll be on TV soon” sound great, but 

if you don’t believe what you’re thinking, it isn’t helpful. 

 

 

UNREALISTIC 

THOUGHT OF 

THE DAY 
  

(Continued on page 8) 



Kim Rosenthal, MD                                             Outside-the-Box Recovery Changing Problem Thoughts     9 
 

 

 

 

  

→ Are you thinking in terms of all or nothing?   

Sometimes we think everything must be entirely one way or 

another, as if extremes are our only options.  That’s like 

thinking everything is black and white and forgetting there’s a 

whole rainbow of colors in between.  

Which of the following is a healthy alternative to the thought 

on the right? 

a. I can be perfect if I really try. 
b. I can be successful without being perfect.  

→ Are you taking a single experience and applying it to 

everything? 

It’s easy to take one event or thought and believe it’s true for 

everything.  For example, “I said that stupid thing to my 

neighbor, which means I have no social skills,” or “That guy 

rejected me, which means I’ll always be alone.” 

Which of the following is a healthy alternative to the thought 
on the right? 

a. I might fail the test, but I can still study to pass the 
course. 

b. I might fail the test and lose everything, but life goes 
on, oh well. 

  

 

 

TIP #2.  Are you having problems finding alternatives to the problem thought? If so, here are two 

ideas to consider.   

Changing Problem Thoughts (8) 

Answers on page 10 

(Continued on page 9) 
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Changing Problem Thoughts (9) 

That’s it! 

 

From now on, your job is 
to pay attention to your 
thoughts.  Every time 
you catch a problem 
thought, change it to 
something healthier.  
Healthy gets you feeling 
better – and a step 
closer to recovery. 

 

THE END 

 

 
 

Finally, over the next 24 hours, pay attention to what you’re thinking.  What problem thoughts 

come up?  Using the space below, jot down 3 thoughts that make you feel bad.  Next, replace them 

with healthy alternative thoughts.  We’ve included an example. 

 
Problem thought Healthy alternative thought 

Example: I HATE identifying problem thoughts, 

and I refuse to change them, even if they make 

me feel bad.  It’s too much work → 

→ I might HATE working on problem thoughts, but 

identifying and changing them will help me feel 

better.  I can start out by working on one a day.  

  

  

  

 

 

It never 

ends! 

It’s over! 
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Answers 

1. There are 4 healthy thoughts here: A, C, F, and G.  Some say J is healthy too, and the author 
hopes this is true.  Bungie jumping (I) is a matter of opinion.  The rest (B, D, E, and H) are 
problem thoughts.   
 

2. Okay, the right answers are “I’m not gonna let others dictate my recovery,” “Okay, I’m having a 
craving.  I’m going to call my sponsor,” and “I know I did awful things, but I can make up for it…”  
(A, C, and C). 
 
Why not buy a dog?  That might be a happy thought, but it has nothing to do with the situation! 
Listening to angry music typically doesn’t help when you’re already feeling angry.  And the 
remaining 2 thoughts (“I’m such an idiot…,” “I deserve to be hated”) leave us plain miserable; 
they’re definitely not healthy. 
 

3. A and D are problem thoughts.  B is a problem, sure, but that isn’t what your friend is thinking. 
Labradors don’t seem to be part of the problem here, so not C. E is usually a good thought.  F 
might be funny but should be avoided. 
 

4. Answers will vary 
 

5. Answers will vary.  See page 6 for examples. 
 

6. Answers will vary. 
 

7. Answers will vary. 
 

8. Answers will vary. 

TIP #1.   C and D are reality-based thoughts.  The rest are unbelievable or not applicable. 

Tip #2.   B and A are correct.  In the first, A is unreasonable and still extreme: expecting perfection is 
not going to help the situation.  In the second, B is still a problem thought: failing a single test still 
ruins the person’s life, and frankly this is a bad generalization. 

 

Changing Problem Thoughts (10) 
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When not writing, Kim Rosenthal MD practices life as a psychiatrist. Over the past twenty years, 
she has helped tens of thousands of people deal with mental illness and embrace a positive 
future. Dr. Kim’s career as a travelling psychiatrist has led her from countryside to big cities to 
places where no one speaks English. The author attended medical school in Texas. She’s board-
certified by the American Board of Psychiatry and Neurology and has medical licenses in 
Hawaii, Maine, and North Carolina. She has worked in community, emergency, forensic, 
geriatric, and home-visiting psychiatry. These days, the author is attending psychiatrist at a state 
hospital in North Carolina.  

Dr. Kim started the Outside-the-Box Recovery “movement” to promote a zest for sober living 
through illustrations, art therapy, creative writing, cartoons, mathematic equations, strange jokes, 
and other clinically-relevant recovery material.  Apart from taking over the world, the movement 
is an online bookstore featuring illustrated, fun, and unique recovery material for addiction 
counselors and their clients.   

The author’s latest book, The OTB Recovery Workbook, accompanies the reader on a thirty-day 
introductory journey into the world of sobriety. Thirty days isn’t much, but it’s quite the voyage. 
It’s hard work. It’s about relapse prevention, cognitive behavioral therapy, processing the past, 
coping skills, and setting goals for the future.  It’s also creative and entertaining and splashed 
over with artwork. Worksheets like “Why Quit?” and “Dealing with Guilt” are explored using 
check-the-box lists, alter egos, art therapy, puzzles, strange scenarios, writing movies, and much 
more. Click here to see on Amazon. 

If you like this handout and desperately need more recovery literature, check out 
kimrosenthalmd.com.  Receive a free copy of STEP ONE for subscribing.  Thanks!   

 

https://kimrosenthalmd.com/worksheets
https://www.amazon.com/dp/1736974106/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=outside+the+box+recovery&qid=1626859452&sr=8-1
https://kimrosenthalmd.com/store
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