
HANDOUT 19:
PATTERNS OF PERSONAL THINKING

Caregivers of children with behavior problems tend to experience 3 common Patterns of Personal Think-
ing that can contribute to feelings of anger when faced with a triggering situation with their child.  These 
3 common thinking errors are:

•	 Hostile Attribution Bias

•	 Punishment Fallacy

•	 High Expectations (“Shoulds”)

Hostile Attribution Bias
What it is: Hostile attribution bias occurs when we make the assumption that another person’s actions 
were intended to harm us in some way.   

What it looks like in parenting: When our child misbehaves, we might have thoughts like, “He is just 
doing that to mess with me,” “She just wants to make me mad,” “He doesn’t care that he is going to make 
me late for work,” or “She is trying to embarrass me.”

What we can do to counter it: Examine this thought & ask opposite questions, such as: “What other 
reason might he have to do this?,” “Does she really enjoy making me angry?,” “Is it possible that he does 
not understand that I am going to be late for work or maybe that he doesn’t understand what happens if 
I am late?,” or “Is it possible that she does not understand that I am embarrassed?”

Alternate thoughts: “Maybe it was an accident,” “She probably does not realize how this affects me”

Punishment Fallacy
What it is: Punishment fallacy occurs when we automatically think that we need to punish a child 
strongly when we have been involved in an activating event with them.  This thinking error often in-
cludes physical discipline strategies and/or severe consequences.

What it looks like in parenting: When our child misbehaves, we might have thoughts like, “He just 
needs a good spanking,” “I am going to take away her phone for a month,” “Oooooh, he is going to GET 
IT NOW”, or “Just wait until her dad hears about this!”

What we can do to counter it: Remind ourselves that behavioral health research has demonstrated ex-
tensively that physical discipline is not effective for true behavior change or helpful in building a healthy 
relationship with your child and lengthy/severe consequences are less effective than brief, targeted pun-
ishments.  Ask yourself, “If it worked, would we need this help from others?”  

Alternate thoughts: “I am going to find an appropriate punishment for this misbehavior,” “Spanking 
never works”

High Expectations (“Shoulds”)
What it is: “Shoulds” are thinking patterns where we have a list of inflexible rules about how our child 
should/must/has to act.  

What it looks like in parenting: When our child does not follow the mental list of rules we have devel-
oped for him/her, we have thoughts like, “She should know better,” “He should be able to do that with-
out my help,” “She has to get all of that done right now,” or “He should be able to handle this better.” 

What we can do to counter it: A big piece of stopping our “shoulds” comes from asking ourselves 
“Why?” – “Why should he/she know better/be able to/etc.?” We can ask ourselves what evidence we have 
to prove that “should” is factual and also examine whether our rules are inflexible.

Alternate thoughts: “She might not be able to do that yet,” “I may have set my expectations too high on 
this”


