
How I used 
behavioral 
activation

• Identifying my long-term goals: Get out of 
poverty and go to college.

• Scheduling specific behaviors every day: Setting 
aside time for reading and learning vocabulary.

• Keeping track of what I was doing: Monitoring 
my reading and vocabulary-building.

• Willing to set aside other things so I can 
accomplish my goal: Willing to take time away 
from my friends or television to get my work 
done.

• Willing to delay gratification: Being willing to 
do things now so that my life would be better in 
the future.



Examine your excuses
EXAMINE YOUR EXCUSES FOR DOING NOTHING

Excuses Empowering responses

I don’t really want to do it Haven’t you done a lot of things in the past you really didn’t want to do? Like study for 

exams, exercise, go to work, put up with someone else’s behavior? You can always 

choose to do what you don’t want to do—because it’s important enough for you to do 

it.

I shouldn’t have to do things I don’t want to do Why not? We all do things we don’t want to do. We do them because they may be 

useful things to do

It’ll be really unpleasant This is always a good excuse. How unpleasant (from 0 to 100, where 100 is like having 

your skin pealed off of you)---will this be?  It may be that your predictions about how 

unpleasant it will be are far worse than it really turns out to be. How pleasant and 

rewarding will it be to have gotten it done!



Challenging excuses

I’m not “ready” to do it

What does “ready” mean? Haven’t you done a lot of 

things that you weren’t feeling ready for? Like take exams, 

get work done, meet new people or do something you had 

no expectations of ever doing?

I have to feel like doing it in 

order to do it

This doesn’t sound like the real world to me. You don’t have 

to feel like exercising in order to exercise. You can go to the 

health club, feeling lazy, and exercise anyway.



Purpose

Choose

Behavior

Consequence



Purpose  Choose 
 Consequence

I want to get into 
better shape -> I 

choose to exercise -> 
I lose some weight

vs.
Wait for motivation 
 Indecisive 

Nothing gets done 



Building 
Motivation

Rely on habits, not 
on feelings Identify your goals

What kind of 
person do you 

want to be?

What did you do 
when you weren’t 

depressed?

Set specific goals
Plan and predict 

your pleasure and 
effectiveness

Make choice your 
choice Sample the menu



• Look at your excuses 
• Do what you don’t want to do
• Act against your thought: “I 

shouldn’t have to do it”
• Choose your purpose
• Examine the costs and benefits—

short-term and long-term
• Act to create motivation
• Don’t expect an immediate payoff



Rumination

• I can’t get this out of my mind
• I can’t understand why that 

happened.
• I wonder why this happened to 

me.
• I just feel so bad --I can’t get my 

mind off of how terrible it is.
• It’s just so unfair. Why me?



Assumptions:
Everything should make sense, 
people should act only one way, life 
should be fair, I need to understand

Event:
Confusing, 
unpleasant 
and unfair 
experience

Mental Strategy:
If I ruminate, then I will: Finally understand, everything will 
make sense, I will be better at solving problems in the 
future, I can avoid these mistakes

Rumination: 
Repetitive thoughts about the past and 
present bad feelings

Rumination fails to 
provide clarity, certainty 
and fairness

Rumination leads to 
withdrawal, inactivity, and 
negative focus on feelings—
increased depression



How to Overcome Your Rumination

• How does rumination make sense to you?

• What are the advantages and disadvantages of ruminating?

• Tolerate Uncertainty 

• Do you have a hard time accepting conflicting information? 

• Will rumination solve your problem?

• Set a time-limit to your rumination



•   Shift Attention

• Would you be better off accepting reality as “a given”?

• Why does the past have to make sense?

• Are you looking for THE ANSWER?

• Are there real problems that you could solve?

• What are you missing in life when you ruminate?

• Practice mindful awareness

• Accept the intrusive thought---and act in the real world



• Use imagery for intrusive 
thoughts:

• Trains in the station
• Clouds in the sky
• Thought balloon
• Telemarketing call
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