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Unhelpful Rules and Assumptions

Please watch the video to explain about unhelpful rules and assumptions. Then complete this 
worksheet to identify yours. 

As explained in the video, when someone has a negative belief about themselves, they will 
subconsciously put in place rules and assumptions for living, in an attempt to protect them from their 
belief.

Examples; 

1. Belief “I am a failure”-
Rule to protect – “I must never make a mistake”
Assumption – because if I do… “Others will think poorly of me “.

2. Belief “I am incompetent.” 
Rule to protect “I must never ask for help.
Assumption “because if I do, people are likely to laugh at me”

Identifying your unhelpful Rules & Assumptions

To identify what unhelpful rules and assumptions you might have developed for yourself, you need to 
ask yourself: 

What do I expect of myself when I am socialising? 
Example – I must never look bored (Rule) because people won’t invite me out again (Assumption).

What do I expect of myself when I am at work, college or university? 
Example – I must do things perfectly (Rule) or people will think I am unfit for the job/course (Assumption).

What standards do I expect myself to meet? 
Example – I should only attempt things that I know I am good at (Rule), because if I try new things, then I will fail 
(Assumption).
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What would I accept and not accept?

Referring back to the cognitive distortions and your thought diary could help with this exercise.

What do I expect of myself in my various roles – friend, partner, parent, staff member/supervisor 
etc? 

What do I expect of myself regarding leisure or fun activities, and self-care?

Do you have unhelpful rules and assumptions? 
Separate into the different areas of your life, work, social, family etc.

Area of my life Rules and assumptions



LIFE

Ask yourself, where has this rule come from or how it developed?

Unhelpful Rules and Assumptions
To challenge your unhelpful rules and assumptions.

Ask yourself whether this rule is realistic or reasonable or achievable all of the time?

List the negative consequences of having and keeping this rule in place

Identify a more helpful rule or assumption you could try to implement into your life 
Example – I will always try my best, but accept that sometimes I will make mistakes as I am human (Rule) 

Plan how you would need to act in everyday life to put this new helpful rule into practice 
(Complete this for every rule you have identified)
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The next stage is to implement your new rules to test the validity of your assumptions. Was your 
assumption right? 

Important - Only do one at a time, so not to create overwhelm. If you try to do them all and you 
experience difficulties, this may prevent you making progress. 

Chose a rule you want to begin with. Start with the one you feel would be the least challenging (I am 
aware that they may all feel extremely challenging, but remember ‘feel the fear and do it anyway!’). 
A useful way to do this is to score your rules from 0-10 on how difficult you think they we will be and 
begin with the lowest score. 

Once completed revisit your assumption and ask yourself if this was correct?

Example:

Before:  “I must never ask for help or people will laugh at me”
Test:        Ask for help
After:      What happened? 

Did they laugh?
Did they help me? 
How do I feel? Was my assumption right? 
If no….can I now accept that it is an unhelpful rule?

Before 
What Rule and Assumption do I want to test?

How will I test it 
(When, where, how, who with?)

What am I predicting is going to happen? 

After 
Were my predictions right?
Were my assumptions validated?
How do I feel about the outcome?

(If the test didn’t go as planned, consider what you can do 
differently and start over. But don’t give up!)

What do I now know that I didn’t before?
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