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WHAT IS CBT? 

CBT, or Cognitive-Behavioural Therapy, is a psychological treatment that was 
developed through scientific research. That is, all of the components of CBT have been 
tested by researchers to determine whether they are effective and that they do what 
they are intended to do. 

Research has shown that CBT is one of the most effective treatments for the 
management of anxiety. The good news is that although it is best done with a trained 
CBT therapist, you can apply CBT principles at home to manage your own anxiety and 
conquer your fears. 

What are the Principles of CBT? 

CBT involves learning new skills to manage your symptoms. It teaches you new ways of 
thinking and behaving that can help you get control over your anxiety in the long-run. 
There are a few principles that are important to understand when using CBT. 

1. CBT focuses on the here and now.

An important principle of CBT is that treatment involves dealing with the symptoms that 
you are struggling with right now, rather than focusing on the cause of your problem. 
Although it can be interesting to understand how your anxiety developed, just knowing 
why you have anxiety problems is often not enough to help you manage your 
anxiety. 

Here is an example: Imagine that you are terrified of dogs. 
Every time you see one, you run the other way, because you 
are convinced that all dogs are vicious beasts that will bite 
you. Now, if you wanted to understand why you are so afraid 
of dogs, you might eventually find out that you were bitten by 
a dog when you were a child, which is no doubt the cause of 
your fear of dogs. 

HERE’S THE PROBLEM: Knowing the cause does not 
change the fact that you are terrified of dogs, running away 
from them, and thinking of them as vicious beasts that bite. 
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2. CBT emphasizes the importance of homework

Whether you are receiving CBT from a trained therapist or you are using self-help CBT 
techniques at home, homework is a key component. Doing homework for CBT basically 
means that from week to week, you will need to practise the new skills that you are 
learning and apply them to your daily life. And like the homework that you were given in 
school, you need to practise those skills every day.  

Why is homework so important? 

Unless you practice the new strategies that you learn to manage anxiety, you will not 
use them very well, and you will probably forget to use them when you need them most: 
when you are feeling very anxious.  

Learning new ways to manage anxiety is a little like developing a new healthy habit. If 
for example, you wanted to start exercising regularly, you would want to fit in a new 
exercise routine into your schedule. It would be difficult at first, but if you kept at it, that 
new routine would become a habit, and eventually a part of your regular activities. The 
same is true with CBT skills: if you practise them every day, they will become a part of 
your daily routine. 

The good news is that the more you use your CBT skills, the easier it gets, and the 
better you will become at managing your anxiety. 

What to Expect if You See a CBT Therapist 

If you decide that you need some guidance in CBT and would like to see a trained CBT 
therapist, here are some other aspects of treatment that you can expect: 

1. CBT is structured and educational:

Treatment sessions in CBT involve learning new ways to think about and understand 
your symptoms. Because of this, sessions are structured so that you are usually 
reviewing the homework you did, learning new information and skills, and then 
developing a new homework assignment for the next session. 

2. CBT is collaborative:

Because you are learning new skills in CBT, 
therapy is very active. Both you and your 
therapist will be working on helping you to 
understand your symptoms and ways to 
manage them. You can expect to participate 
both in and out of session in order to see 
positive changes. 

KEEP IN MIND: When it comes 
to CBT, you get out of it what you 
put in. If you don’t put your best 
effort into managing your own 
anxiety, you probably won’t get 
as much benefit from CBT as you 
could. 
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3. CBT is time-limited:

People who go to see a CBT therapist to help them with their anxiety will usually 
have between 8 to 20 sessions. CBT is not supposed to be a life-long process. 
Rather, you are learning to become your own therapist. Once you have learned 
new skills, had a chance to master them and see positive changes in your life, it will 
be time for you to leave therapy and continue managing your anxiety on your own. 

What will I learn in CBT? 

CBT involves learning how to change your thoughts (also called cognitions) and your 
actions (or behaviours), which is why it is called cognitive-behavioural therapy. Why 
is this important? Because in any given situation, you will have thoughts and feelings 
about it, and behave in a certain way. These thoughts, feelings, and actions all interact 
and influence each other. The best way to understand this is to think about them as a 
triangle: 

   Thoughts 

 Feelings  Behaviours 

Returning to our example of a fear of dogs, imagine a situation where you are walking 
down the street and you see a dog. You might expect to feel afraid, to think that the dog 
will bite, and to run away or avoid the dog in some way.  In our triangle, it would look like 
this: 

Situation 
See a dog 

Thoughts 
That dog will bite me! 

Feelings       Behaviours 
Afraid  Run away 
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However, if we imagine that you have a friend who is not afraid of dogs and actually 
likes them very much, your friend’s thoughts, feelings, and actions might be very 
different: 

    Situation 
   See a dog 

    Thoughts 
 What a nice dog! 

Feelings Behaviours 
Happy   Pet the dog 

 
 
 

If we return to the first example, you might be able to reduce your fear of dogs if you 
either: 

Change your behaviour: 

By using exposure, you could gradually approach dogs rather than avoid them. Over 
time, your fear of dogs would be reduced, and you would probably learn that not all 
dogs bite. Exposure is one of the best tools at your disposal to face your fears and 
manage your anxiety in the long run (see Facing Your Fears - Exposure) 

OR 

Change your thoughts (cognitions): 

You might also change the triangle if you were able to challenge the thought that all 
dogs bite. For example, you might tell yourself that if all dogs were vicious and bit 
people, no one would have them as pets. When we feel anxious, our thinking tends 
to be overly negative, because it is completely focused on danger and threat: we 
don’t always see the whole picture.  

REMEMBER: One thing to notice in these two 
examples is that the situation did not change: 
but if you change your thoughts, then your 
feelings and actions change as well.  

https://www.anxietycanada.com/sites/default/files/FacingFears_Exposure.pdf
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If you are afraid of dogs, for example, when you see a dog you might only be thinking 
about how sharp his teeth look and not about whether he is on a leash or if his tail is 
wagging. Learning to take a closer look at your thoughts, and coming up with more 
balanced and realistic thoughts, is another important tool for managing your anxiety 
(see Realistic Thinking for more information). 

Key Points to Remember: 

1. CBT, or Cognitive-Behavioural Therapy, is based on research – so we know it
works!

2. CBT teaches you new ways of thinking and behaving.

3. Thoughts, feelings, and behaviours are inter-connected, so if you change one, it
has an effect on the other two.

4. If you change the way you think and behave, you can also change the way you
feel.

https://www.anxietycanada.com/sites/default/files/RealisticThinking.pdf

