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Exploring beliefs, especially deeply held or unconscious ones is a powerful process in therapy, coaching, or 
personal development. It helps people understand how their thoughts shape their emotions, behaviors, and 
relationships.  

Beliefs are the ideas we hold about ourselves, 
others, and the world around us. They are shaped 
by our experiences, relationships, culture, and the 
messages we’ve received throughout life. Some 
beliefs help us feel confident, capable, and 
secure—while others may limit us, create self-
doubt, or keep us stuck in unhelpful patterns. 

Beliefs often develop quietly over time, becoming 
part of the lens through which we interpret our 
experiences. When we pause to examine them, 
we gain the opportunity to decide which beliefs 
still serve us and which may need updating or 
reshaping.  

By exploring and adjusting our beliefs, we can 
build a more accurate, compassionate, and 
empowering understanding of ourselves and our 
possibilities. 

 

 

 

Beliefs come in many forms and understanding them can help us recognize how they shape our emotions, 
decisions, and behaviors. A few types include… 

• Core Beliefs 
Deeply held ideas about ourselves, others, and the world. They often form in childhood and 
influence how we interpret experiences (e.g., “I am worthy,” “People can’t be trusted”). 

• Intermediate Beliefs 
Rules, assumptions, and attitudes we develop based on our core beliefs (e.g., “If I don’t succeed, I’m 
a failure,” “I must not ask for help.”). 

• Automatic Thoughts 
Quick, reactive thoughts that pop up in response to situations often shaped by deeper beliefs (e.g., “I 
can’t handle this,” “They must be upset with me.”). 



• Cultural and Social Beliefs 
Messages absorbed from family, community, and society about identity, roles, success, and behavior 
(e.g., “I should always appear strong,” “I need to put others first.”). 

• Personal Values-Based Beliefs 
Beliefs tied to what we find meaningful and important—guiding our choices and sense of fulfillment 
(e.g., “Relationships matter,” “Growth is important to me.”). 

• Limiting Beliefs 
Beliefs that restrict our confidence, potential, or options (e.g., “I’m not capable,” “Things never work 
out for me.”). 

 

Schemas: Mental Templates 

Schemas help us quickly interpret experiences, but they also shape and filter what we believe to be true. 
Because schemas form from early learning, repeated patterns, and cultural or relational influences, they 
guide what we notice, how we make meaning, and what we expect from ourselves and others.  

When a schema is rigid or outdated, it can distort perceptions—causing us to interpret neutral events as 
threatening, assume negative intentions, or reinforce limiting beliefs. In this way, schemas don’t just 
influence beliefs; they actively sustain them by shaping how we process and remember information. 

 

 

 

 



 

Self-Talk: The Stories We Tell Ourselves 

Self-talk acts as the internal narrator that continuously reinforces or reshapes our beliefs. The tone and 
content of this inner dialogue influences how we interpret events, evaluate ourselves, and predict future 
outcomes.  

When self-talk is harsh, catastrophic, or absolute, it strengthens limiting or negative beliefs and narrows our 
sense of possibility. When it is balanced, curious, and reality-based, it challenges rigid patterns and 
supports more accurate, flexible beliefs.  

Over time, the way we speak to ourselves becomes a powerful driver of what we come to believe is true 
about ourselves and the world. 

 

 

Caution: Illusory Truth Effect 

The illusory truth effect is the tendency to believe information as true simply because we’ve heard it 
repeatedly, even if it’s inaccurate. With each repetition, the information feels more familiar and easier to 
process, and our brains often mistake that sense of ease for truth. As a result, repeated messages, whether 
positive, negative, or neutral can strongly influence our beliefs over time. 

 



 

Mindset: Influencing Our Outcome 

Be open to explore the idea, research, and conversation centered around mindset. Contemporary findings, 
especially the work of Carol S. Dweck and others highlight the significant impact, challenges, and benefits 
of disrupting unhelpful patterns of thought and replacing them with more intentional and preferred ways of 
showing up. 

Growth Mindset 

Carol Dweck’s research into Growth Mindset has provided a foundational understanding of how our beliefs 
about learning and improvement shape our outcomes. I encourage you to view this short video in which 
Dweck discusses the concept: 

• Video: The Power of Believing You Can Improve 

In addition, the Hidden Brain podcast has produced a two-part series that dives deeper into the mindset 
topic, exploring how it influences our day-to-day state of being: 

• Part 1: Reframing Your Reality • Part 2: Reframing Your Reality

 

Clues: Words and Labels 

Unproductive beliefs and outdated schemas often 
reveal themselves through the words and labels 
we use. For example - rigid “have to” thinking, 
emotional “I can’t” reactions that feel bigger than 
the situation, and repetitive negative “never” 
patterns that keep showing up in relationships or 
behavior.  

They can create internal tension, fuel worst-case 
assumptions, and reinforce self-limiting stories 
about worth, safety, or capability. These beliefs 
also tend to surface as defensiveness, reactivity, 
or avoidance when situations challenge one’s 
sense of stability or identity. 

Often, there are clues that can lead to 
understanding when unproductive beliefs are 
beginning to reveal themselves.  

  

https://www.ted.com/talks/carol_dweck_the_power_of_believing_that_you_can_improve?language=en
https://hiddenbrain.org/podcast/reframing-your-reality-part-1/
https://hiddenbrain.org/podcast/reframing-your-reality-part-2/


 

Clues: Motives of Beliefs 

The motives help us make sense of the world and feel secure within it. They provide predictability, allowing 
us to organize experiences and reduce uncertainty. They support a sense of control, helping us feel capable 
of navigating challenges. Beliefs also fulfill identity needs, reinforcing who we think we are and how we fit 
into relationships or groups.  

Finally, they serve emotional motives, offering comfort, protection, or justification for how we feel. 
Together, these motives shape and sustain the beliefs we hold—whether or not those beliefs are fully 
accurate or helpful. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Clues: Explanatory Style 

Explanatory styles describe the habitual ways people explain why events happen, and they strongly shape 
beliefs about oneself, others, and the world.  

Generally, people tend to interpret events along three dimensions: internal vs. external (whether the cause 
is about me or something outside me), stable vs. unstable (whether the cause is lasting or temporary), and 
global vs. specific (whether it affects many areas of life or just this situation).  

For example - a more pessimistic explanatory style leans toward internal, stable, and global explanations, 
often leading to hopelessness or self-blame. An optimistic style tends toward external, temporary, and 
specific explanations, supporting resilience and flexible belief patterns. 

 

 

Strategy: Know Your ABCs 

While current research is illuminating, these ideas are rooted in earlier psychological theories.  

Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy (REBT) 

Developed by psychologist Albert Ellis, REBT addresses emotional and behavioral patterns by focusing on 
the beliefs that underlie them. A key component of REBT is the ABC model: The ABC Model 

• A – Activating Event 

• B – Belief about the event 

• C – Consequence (emotional/behavioral reaction) 

https://youtu.be/Vzp-7-LKQIs


This model emphasizes building awareness of incongruent or irrational beliefs and developing the skills to 
navigate difficult situations more effectively. 

This foundational model was later integrated into Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT), which continues to 
be one of the most researched and widely used therapeutic modalities. 

Albert Ellis’s ABC model explains how our emotional reactions are shaped not by events themselves but by 
the beliefs we hold about those events.  

Ellis emphasized that it’s our beliefs at B, especially rigid or irrational thoughts, that drive distress at C, not 
the event at A.  

By identifying and challenging these beliefs, we can shift our emotional outcomes and respond more 
flexibly and effectively. 

 

 



 

Strategy: Explore CBT 

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) influences beliefs by helping individuals identify, question, and reframe 
unhelpful or distorted thought patterns. Through structured techniques—such as examining evidence, 
testing predictions, and practicing new behaviors CBT challenges automatic beliefs that fuel emotional 
distress or rigid reactions. As people gather more accurate information and experience different outcomes, 
their core beliefs gradually shift to becoming more balanced, flexible, and aligned with reality. Over time, 
these new beliefs support healthier emotions and more adaptive coping strategies. 

 

Strategy: Outside In vs. Inside Out 

The Inside out and Outside in strategies describe two pathways for shifting beliefs. Inside out starts with 
intentionally changing internal processes—such as self-talk, mindset, or emotional awareness—which 
gradually shapes new behaviors and reinforces updated beliefs.  

In contrast, Outside in focuses on changing actions, routines, or environments first; these new experiences 
then provide evidence that challenges old beliefs and supports more adaptive ones.  

Using both strategies together helps create a feedback loop where internal shifts and external behaviors 
work in tandem to reshape belief patterns. 

 

 

Strategy: Socratic Questioning 

Socratic questioning influences beliefs by guiding individuals to examine their thoughts with curiosity rather 
than judgment. Through open-ended, evidence-based questions, it encourages people to explore the 
origins, accuracy, and usefulness of their beliefs.  



This process uncovers assumptions, identifies cognitive distortions, and highlights alternative perspectives. 
As individuals recognize gaps or inconsistencies in their reasoning, rigid or unhelpful beliefs naturally 
weaken, making space for more balanced, flexible, and reality-aligned beliefs to emerge. 

 

 

Strategy: Yes, and… 

“Yes, and” helps with beliefs by encouraging openness rather than defensiveness when confronting new 
information or perspectives. Instead of rejecting or minimizing an idea, “Yes, and” acknowledges what is 
true or valid (“yes”) and then adds new information, nuance, or possibilities (“and”).  

This approach softens rigid beliefs, reduces all-or-nothing thinking, and supports cognitive flexibility. Over 
time, it allows individuals to expand or update their beliefs in a collaborative, non-threatening way that 
promotes growth and psychological resilience. 

 

Strategy: As If… 

The “As If” strategy helps shift beliefs by encouraging individuals to act in ways consistent with a desired 
belief, even before fully accepting it as true. By behaving as if a new perspective or confidence already 
exists, people generate experiences and feedback that challenge old beliefs and reinforce more adaptive 
ones.  

Over time, these actions create evidence that supports internal change, making the new belief feel genuine 
and natural. This approach bridges the gap between thought and behavior, promoting belief flexibility and 
personal growth. 

 

Strategy: If then… 

The “If then” strategy helps shape beliefs by linking specific situations to intentional thoughts or actions. By 
creating conditional plans “If X happens, then I will do Y” individuals can practice responses that align 
with desired beliefs, even in challenging circumstances.  



This repeated practice provides experiential evidence that supports new ways of thinking, gradually 
weakening old, unhelpful beliefs and reinforcing more adaptive, flexible ones. It effectively translates 
intention into actionable steps, strengthening belief change through consistent experience. 

 

Strategy: What for… 

The “What for” strategy helps examine the purpose and utility of a belief by asking, “What is this belief 
doing for me?” This approach encourages individuals to consider whether a belief serves their goals, 
supports growth, or protects them in helpful ways or if it limits, distorts, or causes unnecessary distress. By 
clarifying the function of a belief, people can make conscious choices to retain, modify, or release it, 
fostering more intentional, adaptive, and flexible thinking. 

 

Strategy: Alternative Interpretations 

The concept of “Same territory, Different maps” highlights that people can experience the same situation 
but interpret it through different beliefs, perspectives, or mental frameworks.  

Each person’s “map” is shaped by prior experiences, values, and assumptions, influencing how they 
perceive meaning, assign cause, and decide how to respond.  

Recognizing this concept helps individuals understand that differing beliefs are not necessarily right or 
wrong, they are simply alternative interpretations of the same reality. This awareness can foster empathy, 
reduce conflict, and open the door to exploring more flexible or balanced beliefs. 

 



 

Strategy: Additional Considerations 

Explore beliefs through asking evocative questions and journaling, tracking patterns vs. words, exploring 
emotions to understand the reactions within them, explore different "parts" of the self that hold different 
beliefs, use the empty chair technique to speak to the parts and their beliefs, let beliefs emerge through 
expressive mediums such as art and/or lyrics (music), be open to attuning to your body through somatic 
work that involves beliefs that may be stored in the body tension or physical sensations.  

 

Take-Aways:  

Beliefs come in many forms and understanding them can help us recognize how they shape our emotions, 
decisions, and behaviors.  

• Are Learned, Not Fixed 
Most beliefs are shaped through experiences, relationships, and repeated messages not through 
objective truth. Because they are learned, they can also be updated. 

• Influence Emotions and Behavior 
How we interpret a situation is often more powerful than the situation itself. Beliefs guide how we 
feel, what we expect, and the choices we make. 

• Can Operate Outside of Awareness 
Many beliefs work in the background, influencing us automatically. Bringing them into awareness is a 
major step toward change. 

• Often Feel Like Facts 
Even when a belief is inaccurate or outdated, it can feel true. This can make unhelpful beliefs seem 
harder to question. 

• Serve a Purpose 
Even limiting beliefs often developed as a form of protection or survival. Understanding why a belief 
formed can create compassion and clarity. 

• Can Be Reinforced Over Time 
We tend to focus on experiences that confirm what we already believe (“confirmation bias”), which 
can strengthen unhealthy patterns. 

• Are Changeable with Practice 
Through reflection, new experiences, and intentional thought patterns, beliefs can shift. This process 
takes time, consistency, and self-compassion. 

• Improves Well-Being 
Updating beliefs—especially about worth, capability, and safety can reduce distress, increase 
confidence, and open up healthier ways of living. 


