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Putting it all together


Your Skills Toolbox


- Tool #1: Your Goals for Living Despite a TBI. 


• It’s important to examine your goals for living, and they will change over time, so 
do this exercise every so often. Name an important goal. What is an action that 
would show you were working on that goal? What are some of the possible costs 
of working on the goal? What are some of the possible benefits? Be as specific as 
possible.


- Tool #2: How You Judge a Stressful Situation. 


• When met with a stressful situation, are you judging it to be a threat, a loss, or a 
challenge? How does your judgment affect your thoughts, emotions, and actions, 
as well as your pain?  Is there part of the situation that you might judge as a 
challenge instead of a loss or a threat? Challenge judgments help you cope better. 


- Tool #3: Recognizing Automatic Thoughts.  

• Your thoughts (and how much you believe them) are particularly important, and 
they influence your emotions, actions, and physical well-being (the think → feel → 
act model). Automatic thoughts come up in response to stressful situations 
(including pain) and may be outside your direct awareness. It’s important to learn 
to recognize negative automatic thoughts and look at how they affect your 
emotions, your actions, and your body (including pain). 


- Tool #4: Examining Automatic Thoughts and Creating New Ones.  

• Automatic thoughts often contain some nega- tive elements, which makes it 
harder to cope. You can examine your thought for “red-flag words” and “worst-
case scenario” predictions. You can also list the facts that support your thought 
and the facts that don’t support your thought. Creating new thoughts to replace 
the negative, automatic ones inside your head puts you in charge of your own 
thoughts rather than leaving you a helpless bystander. You can also create more 
general positive self-statements (coping statements) that you can use as your 
“emotional cheerleaders.” 




- Tool #5: Relaxation.  

• Learning and practicing relaxation skills can help you reduce the stress response 
and may help reset your stress “thermostat,” which can become overactive with 
the stress of chronic pain. Session 2 provided an introduction to relaxation, 
teaching you diaphragmatic or belly breathing. Belly breathing can be used “in the 
moment” to help you quiet the body and mind in a short amount of time. In 
Session 5, we taught you a deeper relaxation exercise, called passive muscle 
relaxation. This relaxation exercise takes longer but may have added benefits 
beyond belly breathing. 


• Tool #6: Deeper Beliefs.  

- Deeper beliefs go beyond simple automatic thoughts. They include should 
beliefs (“rules” we hold about ourselves, others, and the world around us) and 
core beliefs (deeply held ideas about our own self- worth). A worksheet to help 
you identify should beliefs and core beliefs (Client Handout 6.4) used a tree 
illustration: automatic thoughts are like the many leaves on a tree, should beliefs 
are like the sturdy branches and trunk, and core beliefs are like the roots. 
Deeper beliefs add fuel to automatic thoughts and may be harder to change, but 
they can be examined and changed. You might create a new belief if you ask 
yourself how your deeper beliefs are work- ing against you and how they might 
seem to work for you. Once you come up with a new belief, remember to try it 
on for size with the “acting as if” exercise: Name a specific thing that you would 
do if you believed your new belief, and then try that out for at least a week. 


• Tool #7: Mindfulness Training.  

- Mindfulness practice teaches your brain to pay careful attention to what is 
happen- ing in the present moment, without judging it and without trying to 
change it. Mindfulness is a skill used to observe your thoughts and emotions as 
they come and go, without getting hooked by the thoughts and carried away by 
them. Mindfulness is a tool to help you manage thoughts and feelings by 
creating a different relationship to your thoughts and feelings. Mindfulness 
practice often creates the relaxation response, which also helps reduce stress. 
You should have the audiolink to the mindfulness exercise used in Session 7. 


• Tool #8: Expressive Writing.  

- Writing about your deepest thoughts and feelings regarding tough situations can 
help you clarify and understand them. Particularly with emotions, writing about 



them can make them seem less scary and overwhelming. Use this tool from 
Session 8 whenever you are confused about your feelings or feel overwhelmed 
by your emotions. Particularly if you find yourself trying to push away some 
strong emotions, this writing exercise can help you. Remember to write for 
yourself; don’t censor what you have to say or worry about spelling, grammar, or 
crossouts. This is not meant to be a tool for communication. 


• Tool #9: Assertive Communication.  

- Everyone has wants and needs that they have a right to express directly with- 
out apology or excuses. Assertive communication from Session 9 is a great tool 
to use when you want to share your feelings about something, make a request, 
or say no. Practicing assertive communication by planning out what you’d like to 
say ahead of time will increase your chances of getting your wants and needs 
met. Assertive communication improves the quality of relationships, is respected 
by others, and helps you feel better about yourself. Remember to use “I” 
statements in assertive communication and to avoid accusations. If there is a 
problem, describe it to the person involved in simple terms. Follow up with a 
direct request. 


• Tool #10: Practice!  

- The skills learned in this group are new skills and must be practiced for you to 
get really good at them. The more you practice, the better you will be. The group 
is meant to get you started. Now you have the tools to build on through practice. 



