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UNDERSTANDING THE DAVID
BURNS DAILY MOOD LOG: A
PRACTICAL TOOL FOR COGNITIVE
BEHAVIORAL THERAPY

In the realm of mental health and self-
improvement, few names carry as much
weight as Dr. David Burns. A pioneer in
the field of Cognitive Behavioral Therapy
(CBT), Burns has developed numerous
accessible tools to help individuals
identify and transform negative thinking
patterns. Among his most effective and
widely used resources is the David
Burns Daily Mood Log. This structured
journaling tool is not merely a diary of
feelings; it is a systematic method for
untangling the cognitive distortions that
fuel anxiety, depression, anger, and low
self-esteem. For anyone seeking a
practical, evidence-based way to
improve emotional well-being,
understanding and applying the Daily
Mood Log can be a transformative
experience.

This article will provide a comprehensive
guide to the David Burns Daily Mood
Log. We will explore its origins, break
down each of its components,
demonstrate how to use it effectively,
and discuss the cognitive distortions it
helps identify. By the end, you will have
a clear understanding of why this tool
has become a cornerstone of modern
psychotherapy and how you can
integrate it into your own daily life to
cultivate a more balanced, realistic, and

compassionate mindset.

WHAT IS THE DAVID BURNS
DAILY MOOD LOG?

The Daily Mood Log is a structured form
designed to help you track, analyze, and
reframe upsetting emotions. It was
introduced by Dr. David Burns in his
landmark book Feeling Good: The New
Mood Therapy and later refined in The
Feeling Good Handbook. The log acts as
a bridge between feeling stuck in
negative emotions and taking concrete
steps toward relief.

At its core, the log is based on the
principles of Cognitive Behavioral
Therapy (CBT). CBT posits that our
thoughts, not external events, directly
cause our moods. A negative event—like
receiving criticism—does not
automatically cause depression. Instead,
it is your interpretation of that
event—your automatic thoughts—that
triggers the emotional reaction. The
Daily Mood Log helps you:

* Identify specific upsetting
emotions and rate their intensity.

e Pinpoint the automatic
negative thoughts that flash
through your mind.

e Recognize the cognitive
distortions coloring those
thoughts.

e Develop rational, balanced
responses to replace the
distorted thinking.

* Re-rate your emotions to
measure improvement.
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Unlike simple journaling, which can
sometimes reinforce negative stories,
the Daily Mood Log is a disciplined,
structured exercise. It forces you to
examine your thinking with the eye of a
scientist, breaking down vague feelings
into specific, addressable components.
This process not only reduces immediate
distress but also trains your brain to spot
and correct distorted thinking patterns
over time.

HOW TO USE THE DAILY MOOD
LOG STEP-BY-STEP

Using the David Burns Daily Mood Log is
a five-step process. Each step builds on
the previous one, guiding you from a
state of emotional confusion to clarity
and relief. Below is a detailed breakdown
of how to complete a log entry.

Step 1: Describe
the Upsetting
Event

At the top of the log, you write a brief,
factual description of the situation that
triggered your negative feelings. Avoid
editorializing or adding interpretations.
For example, instead of writing "My boss
was unfair to me," you might write "My
boss sent me an email saying my report
had several errors." Keeping the
description objective prevents you from
jumping straight into distorted thinking.

Step 2: ldentify
and Rate Your

Emotions

Next, list the specific emotions you felt
(e.g., sad, anxious, angry, hurt, guilty,
hopeless). Dr. Burns recommends using
a list of feeling words to be as precise
as possible. After listing each emotion,
rate its intensity on a scale from 0%
(none at all) to 100% (the most intense
you've ever felt). This baseline rating is
crucial because it allows you to
objectively measure progress after you
apply rational responses.

Step 3: Write
Down Your
Automatic
Thoughts

This is the heart of the log. Without
censorship, write down every negative
thought that came to mind during or
after the event. These are the
automatic negative thoughts (ANTS)
that seem to pop up involuntarily.
Common examples include "I'm a

failure," "Everyone will think I'm
incompetent," "This always happens to
me," or "I'll never get it right." Don't

worry if they seem irrational or
exaggerated; that is exactly what makes
them automatic and distorted.

Step 4: ldentify
the Cognitive
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Distortions

Now, for each automatic thought, you
identify which cognitive distortions are
present. Dr. Burns has classified ten
common distortions that underlie most
negative thinking. This step is like
detective work: you are looking for the
logical errors in your thought process.
(The ten distortions are explained in
detail below.) By labeling the
distortion—such as "All-or-Nothing
Thinking" or "Mind Reading"—you begin
to see that your thought is not an
objective truth but a flawed mental
habit.

Step 5: Write
Rational
Responses and
Re-Rate Your
Emotions

Finally, craft a balanced, rational
response to each automatic thought. The
goal is not to force positive thinking but
to find a more realistic, evidence-based
perspective. After writing your response,
re-rate each emotion from Step 2.
Ideally, the percentages will drop,
indicating that your logical mind has
successfully countered the distorted
belief. If the intensity does not decrease,
you may need to dig deeper or revisit
the distortions.

THE TEN COGNITIVE
DISTORTIONS ACCORDING TO

DAVID BURNS

To use the Daily Mood Log effectively,
you must become familiar with the ten
cognitive distortions that Dr. Burns
identified. These are the typical "thinking
errors" that the log helps you catch.
Below is a list with brief explanations:

1. All-or-Nothing Thinking (Black-
and-White Thinking): Seeing
things in extreme categories.
Example: "If I'm not perfect, I'm a
total failure."

2. Overgeneralization: Viewing a
single negative event as a never-
ending pattern. Example: "I failed
this test, so I'll fail at everything."

3. Mental Filter: Dwelling on a
single negative detail while
ignoring the bigger picture.
Example: Focusing on one criticism
during an otherwise positive
performance review.

4. Disqualifying the Positive:
Rejecting positive experiences by
insisting they "don't count.”
Example: "They were just being
nice; they didn't really mean it."

5. Jumping to Conclusions:
Assuming the worst without
evidence. This includes Mind
Reading ("She thinks I'm boring")
and Fortune Telling ("I'll make a
fool of myself tomorrow").

6. Magnification
(Catastrophizing) or
Minimization: Exaggerating the
importance of problems or
shrinking the importance of
achievements. Example: "If | make
a small mistake, it will be a total
disaster."

7. Emotional Reasoning: Believing
that your feelings reflect objective
reality. Example: "l feel stupid, so |



must be stupid.”

8. Should Statements: Using
"should," "must," or "ought" to
motivate yourself, leading to guilt
and pressure. Example: "I should
never make mistakes."

9. Labeling and Mislabeling:
Attaching a global negative label
to yourself or others instead of
describing the behavior. Example:
"I'm a loser" instead of "l didn't
perform as well as | hoped."

10. Personalization and Blame:
Taking responsibility for things
outside your control, or blaming
others for your own problems.
Example: "It's my fault the
meeting went badly" when you
were not the facilitator.

By repeatedly using the Daily Mood Log
to identify these distortions, you train
your mind to automatically recognize
them in real time. This is the essence of
cognitive restructuring.

EXAMPLE: A COMPLETE DAILY
MOOD LOG ENTRY

To illustrate how the log works in
practice, consider the following
hypothetical scenario:

Upsetting Event: After presenting a
project at work, a colleague pointed out
a small typo in the slides. | felt
embarrassed and started worrying that
everyone thought my work was sloppy.

Emotions: Ashamed (80%), Anxious
(70%), Frustrated (50%).

Automatic Thoughts:

¢ "l should have caught that error.
I'm so careless."

e "Everyone is probably thinking I'm
unprofessional."

e "Now my reputation is ruined."

"I never do anything right."
Cognitive Distortions Identified:

e "[ should have caught that error."
- Should Statement, All-or-
Nothing Thinking

e "Everyone is probably thinking I'm
unprofessional." - Mind Reading
(Jumping to Conclusions)

e "Now my reputation is ruined." -»
Catastrophizing

e "I never do anything right." -
Overgeneralization

Rational Responses:

e "I made a small oversight, but that
doesn't make me 'careless' as a
person. Everyone makes mistakes.
| can learn to double-check slides
in the future."

e "I don't actually know what others
think. My colleague who pointed
out the typo may have been trying
to help, not judge me."

e "One typo does not ruin a
reputation. The rest of my
presentation was well-received.
This is a minor detail."

e "That statement is an
overgeneralization. | often do
things right; remember my recent
successful projects.”

Emotion Re-Rating: Ashamed (30%),
Anxious (25%), Frustrated (10%). The
numbers dropped significantly, showing
that rational reframing eased the
distress.

BENEFITS OF USING THE DAVID
BURNS DAILY MOOD LOG

Consistent use of this tool offers
numerous benefits beyond momentary
relief:

e Improved Emotional
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Regulation: You become better at
identifying triggers and calming
yourself without spiraling.

* Greater Self-Awareness: You
discover recurring patterns in your
thinking, such as a tendency
toward catastrophizing or self-
blame.

e Empowerment: You realize that
you have control over your
emotional reactions by changing
your thoughts, rather than feeling
like a passive victim of
circumstances.

» Better Decision-Making:
Distorted thinking often leads to
poor choices. By clearing away
cognitive fog, you can make more
rational decisions.

e Reduced Anxiety and
Depression: Numerous studies
show that CBT journaling
techniques like the Daily Mood Log
effectively reduce symptoms of
mood disorders.

e Enhanced Relationships: When
you stop mind reading and
personalizing, you react less
defensively and communicate
more clearly.

TIPS FOR MAKING THE MOST OF
YOUR DAILY MOOD LOG

To integrate the Daily Mood Log into
your routine effectively, consider these
practical suggestions:

e Start Small: Begin with one or

two entries per week when you
notice a strong negative mood. As
you become comfortable, increase
frequency.

Be Honest: Write down the
ugliest, most embarrassing
thoughts without filtering. The log
is for your eyes only. The more
honest you are, the more effective
the exercise.

Use the Distortion List as a
Reference: Keep a copy of the ten
distortions nearby while you write.
Over time, you will memorize
them.

Focus on Rationality, Not
Positivity: Your rational
responses should be realistic and
based on evidence, not forced
optimism. An unrealistic positive
thought can be just as unhelpful as
a distorted negative one.

Revisit Past Entries: Look back
at old logs to see how you have
progressed and to reinforce new
thinking habits.

Combine with Other CBT Tools:
The Daily Mood Log works well
alongside techniques such as the
Triple Column Technique, Cost-
Benefit Analysis, and
Behavioral Activation.

Seek Professional Guidance: If
you struggle with severe
depression or anxiety, consider
using the log under the
supervision of a licensed therapist
trained in CBT



