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Welcome back to our Greatest Hits series where | occasionally like to
reintroduce you to one of the greatest hits of the podcast. Truth is, after
doing this for so many years and having hundreds and hundreds of
episodes, there are a lot of great episodes that newer listeners haven't
heard at all, or that longtime listeners could stand to go back and revisit.

Each of these podcasts are some of my favorite, most impactful, most
insightful podcasts, and they are definitely ones that keep giving you new
things to learn and think about, the more often you listen to them. So even
if you've heard this episode before, | really encourage you to listen again.
You will pick up new things, your brain will synthesize it differently. And if
you haven't heard this episode yet, then you are in for a treat.

Welcome to UnF*ck Your Brain. I'm your host, Kara Loewentheil, Master
Certified Coach and founder of The School of New Feminist Thought. I'm
here to help you turn down your anxiety, turn up your confidence, and

create a life on your own terms, one that you're truly excited to live. Let's

go.

So, | decided that for all of us, you guys included, it was high time to revisit
one of the most powerful tools | teach for changing your thoughts. This tool
is super important for learning how to change your thoughts. And | actually
touched on this tool in an early episode of the podcast, so some of you may
remember that. It was back when it was aimed just at lawyers, but it has
become such an important part of my teaching that | think that it deserves
its own updated episode and how | teach it has changed.

One of the things | really love about this work so much is that as | coach
more and more and | learn new tools and ideas, I'm always updating and
advancing and refining this work. And | love that the podcast has grown
along with me. So there's always something new to learn for beginner
chickens and for those of you who are more advanced, hens and roosters,
there's new stuff to learn, too.
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So, let's talk about the thought ladder. Even if you think you understand this
tool, this episode is going to help you get it at a deeper level. So don't skip
ahead. Well, | guess you can't because when this comes out, there's no
podcast ahead of this. So, but if you're listening to this in the future, if I'm
speaking to you from the past. Isn't that weird by the way? I'm speaking to
you from the past. And I'm sort of speaking to you from the future because
you haven't heard this yet.

Okay, let's not go down a black hole. All right, the thought ladder. This is
what happens when | record more than one podcast in a day. | just get
super chatty by the end. So, the thought ladder is a tool that we use to
accomplish what is essentially the main practice of thought work, which is
going from thinking one thought to thinking something else.

| think there are really two main things of thought work, the main, main
premises. One is having feelings and processing emotion. The other is
changing your thoughts. So the thought ladder is what we use to change
our thoughts. And you have all heard me talk a lot about how and why so-
called positive thinking doesn't work, but | need to revisit that quickly here
because it will help you understand how to use the thought ladder correcily.

So, there are two reasons that people fail when they try to use "positive
thinking." One is that they are trying to believe something that is too
positive. They don't believe it yet. Positive is the name of positive thinking.
It seems like it would be a good idea. But the problem is that human brains
are actually really good at lying to themselves. And that's because you can
think something that you don't believe, which sounds crazy, right? But if |
say to you, "l want you to think the thought, 'pink elephants rule us all' in
your mind. Don't say it out loud, just think it."

You can think those words in your head. You can say that to yourself. But
you don't actually believe it. | mean, unless you know something | don't.
And the same is true for any overly positive thought that you're trying to
believe and you don't. "I'm worthy no matter what | do," or "my body is
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beautiful," or "I can have anything | want in life." | believe all those thoughts
now after several years of thought work. Most of you probably don't.

Now, you can think those thoughts. You can say them in your mind. But if
you don't believe them, you're not going to get the emotional response. Of
course, that has nothing to do with whether they're true. Those three things,
that you're worthy no matter what you do, that your body is beautiful, and
that you can have anything you want in life, those are actually true for each
and every one of you. | know that. | believe it. But for most of you, it's too
far a stretch.

Most of us cannot jump from "I'm a bad person" to "I'm worthy no matter
what | do," or "my body is gross" to "my body is beautiful." That is like the
Olympic long jump or something. | do not follow sports as anyone who has
heard one of my sports metaphors can tell. So, let's just pretend that those
made sense. That's a big leap. It's too big. The Olympic long jump is too
big. You would need like a vaulting pole. That's probably not the same
event. Whatever.

The point is, people try to think thoughts they don't believe, and they don't
know that they don't believe them because they don't know the difference
between thinking something and believing it. When you think something,
you're just saying the sentence in your mind. When you believe it, it's
because you get an emotional difference in your body from thinking the
thought.

And when you think a thought you don't believe, it does nothing. You don't
get any relief from negative emotion. You don't generate any positive
emotion. You don't even feel neutral. And actually, what happens is
sometimes you feel worse because now you have a lot of thoughts and
feelings about how changing your thoughts doesn't work, or you're doing it
wrong, or it's pointless. So it actually makes the whole situation worse.

So this is where the thought ladder comes in. The thought ladder is a tool
for helping you develop neutral or baby step thoughts. So in this episode, |

UnF*ck Your Brain with Kara Loewentheil



https://unfuckyourbrain.com/podcast/

UFYB 540: The Thought Ladder and Thinking v. Believing
(Classics)

call them ladder thoughts, but if you've heard me talk about neutral
thoughts or baby step thoughts before, it's all the same. It's a new thought
you want to practice believing, even though it may not be the ultimate
thought you want to have forever. So a neutral thought, a baby step
thought, a ladder thought, they're not the be-all and end-all thought
necessarily that you want to believe forever. They're a thought on the way
to that forever thought.

So I'm going to explain how this works. The thought ladder is very simple,
and if you are in The Clutch, you get a whole workbook about this in the
self-coaching course that you get when you enroll. So if you're in The
Clutch, you can use your workbook if you want to be working along with
this episode. If you're not in The Clutch, you just draw a ladder on a piece
of paper. It does not have to be fancy. That will get you the basics. Not as
in-depth, but it will get you there.

So, at the bottom of the ladder, you put your current thought. Now notice |
said thought. Singular, one thought per ladder. I'm looking at you especially
lawyer chickens. Lawyers in particular try to cram 13 thoughts into a
sentence using semicolons. I've just noticed this. No compound thoughts.
No long sentences with three commas. Make the thought as simple as
possible. The current thought goes at the bottom of the ladder.

Now, at the top of the ladder, you put your goal thought. Your goal thought
is a thought that you would like to believe. You don't believe this thought
yet. That's why it goes at the top as the goal thought. Now, some of your
brains are like, "l don't know what my goal thought is. It's too hard. Let's
just die instead." We're not going to do that. We are not going to be the
turtle flipped on its back. If you're not sure what you would want to believe
as your goal thought, you can ask yourself one thing which is, "What is the
opposite of your current thought?" So if your current thought is "I'm a bad
person,” you could just ask yourself, what would be the opposite thought?
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Or you can imagine someone who sort of is that kind of person that you
want to be, right? They have the feeling you want, or they have the result
you want, or they have the beliefs you want, or they have the like thing in
their life you want, whatever it is, right? What would they be thinking? If
your current thought is "my body is gross," what is someone who likes their
body thinking? You can ask it that way.

It's okay if your goal thought doesn't seem super amazing. Your brain may
not be ready to come up with a truly positive goal thought yet, but it will get
there. And there's no real right or wrong, and honestly, your goal thought
doesn't matter that much because we're just trying to give you some vague
idea of what would be different. So it's okay.

Now, also please remember that you are not supposed to believe this. |
know I've said that, but I'm going to say it again. When you think your goal
thought, you will not feel better. If you feel better when you think it, then you
accidentally discovered a thought you can already believe and you can
stop doing the ladder and just practice that. But if you're doing a ladder,
usually the reason is you can't believe the goal thought. So it's not
supposed to feel good. It should probably feel like nothing. Like, "Sure, it
would be nice to believe that, but | don't." That's what a goal thought is. It's
a thought where if | suggested it to you, you would say to me, "Yeah, sure,
it'd be nice to believe that, but | don't." But my brain has all these
objections, but | don't feel anything.

Okay, so you take your goal thought, whatever it is, it'll do. Write it at the
top of the ladder. So, now what we have to do is figure out what thoughts
are going to take us from the bottom, our current thought, up to the goal
thought at the top of the ladder. And to do that, we need to brainstorm
neutral thoughts.

Ladder thoughts are not usually super inspirational. They will not be
featured on Instagram accounts on photos of people doing yoga on the
beach. They will not be engraved on jewelry on Etsy. They don't make good
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quotes. They're not super inspirational. They're very small steps, but they
are thoughts you can believe.

So in The Clutch, you get a whole workbook that gives you a lot of prompts
for how to do this, and I'm not | can't go through them all on the episode,
but I'm going to teach you a few of my favorites. So one thing to do is to
attach a what | call an opening phrase, like, "I'm open to believing" or "I'm
learning to believe." So if your goal thought is "I'm inherently worthy," let's
say, you could practice thinking, "I'm open to believing | am inherently
worthy," or "I'm learning to believe I'm inherently worthy."

So that's attaching an opener to the goal thought, right? You're like, "Here's
the goal thought," and then we just put in front of it, "I'm open to believing,"
"I'm learning to believe," "I'm becoming a person who does believe," right?
We attach an opener to the goal thought. You can also attach an opener to
the current thought. Like, "It's possible my brain is not reliable when it tells
me this thought." So you could think, "It's possible my brain is not reliable
when it tells me I'm not worthy."

So that's kind of an opener, right? You could attach it to the goal thought or
to the current thought. You could also try what | call depersonalizing the
thought. Our thoughts are most painful when they're about us. So if you
have the thought that you're a bad mother because you yell at your kids
sometimes, you may not yet be able to believe that you're a good mom. But
you might be able to believe a thought like, "There are good mothers who
yell at their kids sometimes," or "A person can yell at their kids and be a
good mom, t0o." You're making the thought be about other people who
share something with you, right? They have something in common with
you, but it's more distant than making it about yourself and your brain won't
put up as many objections.

| used this technique a lot when | was doing my body image and dating
work on myself, and | used the thought, "Some fat women find love," a lot,
right? It was like depersonalizing it. | wasn't trying to believe that | was
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going to because my brain wasn't there yet, but | could totally believe that
some fat women did. And then over time, your brain kind of adapts and
applies that kind of thought about other people to you almost
subconsciously.

So those are a couple of tools | like to use, a couple of examples. But
there's no right or wrong way to come up with the ladder thought, truly. It
just needs to be slightly better than your current thought. And | really
encourage you to brainstorm several anytime you do a thought ladder.
There isn't a right answer. Come up with a few and then read each one and
see which one feels best to you. And so important, you have to remember,
best may just be feeling like nothing, like feeling neutral. Or it might even
just be feeling bad but not quite as bad. Like especially with anxiety,
sometimes a neutral thought will just feel like, oh, my anxiety went from an
eight to a four on a scale from one to 10. That's still good. A four is better
than eight.

That's the whole point of a ladder thought. It doesn't do you any good to be
wishing and looking for a thought that will magically solve all your feelings
when you're not ready for that. It's much better to practice a thought that
improves things a little bit and over time, it will get better and better. So just
going for feeling a tiny bit better, even just a slight lessening of feeling bad.
It's not supposed to feel amazing.

Once you pick a thought, you need to practice it. If you're in The Clutch,
make sure you check out the list in the Facebook group of ways to practice
new thoughts that came in your lesson with it. If you're not, one of the
things | recommend is an app called ThinkUp, which is an app for your
phone that you can program to remind you to think certain thoughts. You
can also just set an alarm on your phone if you don't want to get fancy. You
can put sticky notes around the house, anything you can do to remind
yourself to think the thought. And then you need to practice, practice,
practice.
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The biggest question | get about thought ladders usually is, "How do | know
when I'm ready to go to the next rung on the ladder or to practice the goal
thought?" And there's no right or wrong to this, but | think kind of once
you're thinking the new thought, the ladder thought that you chose, once
you're sort of thinking that naturally, right? Like you don't have to practice it
all the time, it just comes up on its own, then you can move to the next rung
for the ladder or you might be ready for the goal thought.

One of the things that | find interesting about the thought ladder is that |
usually, like let's say | brainstorm five different ladder thoughts, so it's like
there's lots of rungs on my ladder. | don't usually have to go through them
all. Usually if | practice one until it's natural or maybe even two, my brain
kind of makes the jump the rest of the way on its own. So sometimes that
happens, sometimes not. Sometimes you do have to go through many
iterations.

The other fascinating thing if you are more advanced at this work is that
sometimes you'll get to your goal thought and be like, "Oh, | now can see
an even better thought about this." So like now my what was my goal
thought, now becomes my current thought and | want to set a new goal
thought, all on the same issue, right? So it's like you going from if your
thought is "I'm a terrible person,” and you're just trying to get to "I'm an
okay person," like "I'm an okay person" is your goal thought, you might get
there and then be like, "Oh, now I'm an okay person is my current thought
and now | want a new goal thought of I'm an amazing person and now I'm
going to do this exercise all over again."

So we always as we evolve and as we learn to love ourselves more, we
see these horizons that we couldn't even see in the beginning. We had to
start a whole new ladder. And you can always just check in with yourself by
practicing thinking the goal thought and seeing how you feel, right? Your
body's always the guide. So you always just check back in with your body.
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All right, so that is the thought ladder and it is a super effective tool for
incremental thought change work, which | think is really the magic. It's not
revolution overnight. It's not transformation immediately. | just don't believe
that shit really exists. It really is a daily grind sometimes, especially in the
beginning, but that's okay. Your brain is grinding away anyway, making you
feel terrible. So we might, it's like when my clients say, "Oh, thought work is
hard." I'm like, "Yeah, well, thinking shitty thoughts about yourself your
whole life is also hard." We might as well put the effort into something that's
going to make us feel better.

So, that is the thought ladder and | don't know if real chickens like ladders. |
think they possibly do not, but my chickens should love the ladder because
it really is one of the most powerful tools we have. All right, y'all. | will talk to
you next week. Ladder, ladder, ladder until then.
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