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In this session we are going to take a closer look at the ABC's of REBT and in particular examine some 
examples of how this can be applied to the Family and Friends of a loved one dealing with an addiction. 
According to REBT emotional distress is a result of an individual's beliefs and perceptions.  
 
In other words, it is not people or events that directly cause us to feel and behave in certain ways, it is the 
way we think about those people and events. It is the personal meaning we give to an event that triggers 
emotions, rather than the event itself. 
 

Let's consider a Hockey game. What does the TV camera 
see? The Leafs are playing against the Habs and the 
score is tied. In the last seconds of the game, the Leafs 
score a goal, the tie is broken and they win the game! 
Now, look at the fans: On the Leafs side the fans are 
going wild and appear to be happy. On the Habs side, the 
fans are upset and appear to be angry and disappointed. 
 
One "event" happened, the goal, and yet we see two very 
different emotional responses. This illustrates that it's not 
EVENTS that cause emotional responses, there is 
something else going on to cause the fans' feelings, 

otherwise they would all be responding to the goal in exactly the same way. 
 
What could be the reason for the different emotional responses? It is the beliefs and thoughts about the 
situation, how the event is being interpreted by each individual, which makes a difference in how they 
respond emotionally. 
 
As we previously discussed, the ABCs of REBT can help us to better manage our feelings, our emotions, 
and our behaviors, by taking a look at our beliefs and the thoughts they generate, remember unhelpful 
beliefs can be challenged and changed. 
 
A common situation discussed in group or individual therapy, is when a Loved One's behaviors, lying, 
overspending, legal trouble, etc. can be extremely challenging to those around them. Friends and family 
can respond to these behaviors in many different ways.  
 
For example, it is not uncommon for those who have grown very frustrated to feel extreme levels of anger 
or anxiety. These feelings often lead to behaviours, like nagging, pleading, and arguing, and become a 
problem all of their own. 
 
Additionally, if the friends and family have a goal of being a positive influence for the loved one who has 
an addiction, the behaviors of nagging, pleading and arguing have been found to be extremely counter-
productive. 
 
Using the ABCs of REBT can be an effective way of managing our own emotions and behaviors by 
changing our thoughts and beliefs. In doing so, we often gain a more compassionate state of mind and 
are then better able to change our responses to our loved one's challenging behaviors. 
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The ABC Model 
  
A - The Activating event 

 
B - Our Beliefs/perceptions about the event 

 
C - Consequences - our feelings or behaviors 
 
It is easy to be unaware of beliefs and think that an activating 
event simply automatically leads to consequences, for 
example "This situation makes me so angry!" 
 
However, there is always a thought or a belief that precedes 
a response. It is the thought or belief that leads to the 
consequences, not the activating event itself. Now let’s look 
at an example of how this can play out. 

 
Scenario One: 
 
Activating Event: 
Your loved one comes home late and obviously intoxicated. 
 
Belief: 
He or she obviously doesn't care about me or they wouldn't behave this way! 
 
Consequence: 
You feel very distressed and angry. You go on the attack, accusing them of being selfish, disrespectful, 
they're messing up their life and you all end up having an argument. The whole household is disturbed, 
tensions escalate and everyone feels stressed. These are the Consequences we often discuss.  
 
Now, in the following scenario, what beliefs or perceptions might lead to a less stressful consequence? 
Ask yourself, how can I change the beliefs or perceptions I might have had in scenario 1 in order to lead 
to the more helpful consequences in the Scenario below? 
 
Scenario Two 
 
Activating Event: 
Your loved one comes home late and is obviously intoxicated. 
 
Beliefs: 
???????? 
 
Consequence: 
You calmly say to loved one: "I don't like spending time with you when you've been using. I'm happy to 
talk to you tomorrow when you are straight. I'm going to bed now." Then you go to bed, read, and practice 
a relaxation technique. Tensions de-escalate,  and you and the household feel calmer.  
 
Which consequence do you prefer? 
 
When we practice the ABC's on a regular basis we begin to identify the irrational thoughts and beliefs that 
cause the unhelpful consequences we are experiencing. In the next reading we will look deeper into 
challenging some specific thoughts and beliefs to provide some relief from the emotional distress you 
might find yourself in. 

 

 


