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Externalizing the Problem: Am I the Problem, or
Living With It?

Read the article first. This worksheet accompanies Externalization: you are with the problem… you are separate from the problem at

ThoughtsFromATherapist.com, which explains how a small change in language separates us from a problem so we can look at it from a

different perspective. Search “externalization” on the site to find it.

It is easier to change a problem that is not rigidly attached to our identity. “I am an anxious person” leaves only one thing to change,

ourselves. “I am a person who carries anxiety” leaves room to change our relationship with the anxiety. This is differentiation in practice:

anchoring in the observer instead of fusing with a thought, a feeling, or a label. Choose two or three labels that have been loud lately. A

few words per space is enough.

S T E P  O N E

Labels and
verdicts

Write the “I am” labels we carry, and this week’s “so I’m” verdicts. Let them contradict each other. Smart and

stupid can both show up in the same week.

S T E P  T W O

Add a verb or a
preposition

Rewrite each label: “I am depressed” becomes “I am living with depression.” Then rate how solvable each

version feels. Word choice affects perception, and perception affects emotion.

S T E P  T H R E E

Name the problem
Give the problem a name and a start date. Notice when it is louder and when it is quieter. A label says the

problem is always here; the quieter times show it is not.

When was this problem with me less, or not at all?
How did it protect me when I was not safe enough to choose differently?

S T E P  F O U R

Alive or inherited
Some labels are ours and alive. Some were handed to us. We ask of each: if this stopped being true, would I still

be me? Then we name what we still own. Separating from a problem leaves our choices with us.

A  W O R K E D  E X A M P L E :  S M A R T  A N D  S T U P I D

T H E  V E R D I C T S I built a fire on a flagstone and it exploded. So, I’m stupid. Later I diagnosed and fixed my broken oven. So,
I’m really smart.

M O R E  V E R D I C T S Telling you about myself to help you grow: so, I’m generous and humble. I also benefit from it: so, I’m selfish
and arrogant.

R E W R I T T E N I notice “stupid” moving through me after the fire. I notice “smart” after the oven.

T H E  O B S E R V E R I am the observer and the observed. That feels more free and easy than being smart and stupid.

W H AT  I  S T I L L  O W N I can listen to that part of me, and I don’t have to obey.

A D D I N G  A  V E R B  O R  A  P R E P O S I T I O N

O V E R - I D E N T I F I E D I am an anxious person. I’m a bad parent. I am unhappy.

E X T E R N A L I Z E D I am a person who carries anxiety. I am a person with underdeveloped parenting techniques. I am a person who
notices unhappiness in my life.

Full directions and the article behind this worksheet: ThoughtsFromATherapist.com, search “externalization” William Hambleton Bishop, MA, LPC, LMFT
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Labels, verdicts, and rewrites
Write them as they sound inside. Contradictions are welcome.

S T E P  O N E

What I call myself
The “I am” labels I carry, and this week’s verdicts after something went well or badly.

I  A M  . . . T H I S  W E E K :  S O  I ’ M  . . .

S T E P  T W O

Rewrite with a
verb or
preposition

I am living with ___. I am a person who carries ___. I notice ___ moving through me.

T H E  L A B E L T H E  R E W R I T E

H O W  S O L V A B L E  D O E S  I T  F E E L ?

Rate each version for one label: 0 is not solvable at all, 10 is very solvable.

The label, as I usually say it 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

The rewrite 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

W H A T  C H A N G E D  B E T W E E N  T H E  T W O

In the body, in the mood, in what seems possible.
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Naming the problem
The problem is with me. It is separate from me.

I T S  N A M E ,  A N D  W H E N  I T  A R R I V E D

A name for the problem, the way we might name weather. Roughly when did it start keeping me company?

L O U D E R

When it is loudest
Where, with whom, at what time of day, after what?

Q U I E T E R

When it is quieter,
or absent

The times the problem had less or no impact on my life. What was different?

I T S  L O G I C

What it once
protected

How did this problem protect me when I was not safe enough to choose differently? One line is enough.

A L I V E  O R  I N H E R I T E D ?

For each label from the first page: if this stopped being true, would I still be me?

L A B E L S  T H A T  F E E L  A L I V E  A N D  M I N E :

L A B E L S  T H A T  F E E L  H A N D E D  T O  M E :
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What I still own
I can listen to this part of me, and I don’t have to obey.

T H E  O B S E R V E R

Who is noticing?
When the label speaks, who is listening? Describe the part of me that can watch the label without being it.

T H E  R E L A T I O N S H I P

How I want to
relate to it

If I am with this problem rather than the problem itself, what would I like my relationship with it to be?

M Y  C H O I C E S

What stays mine
I can listen to this part of me, and I don’t have to obey. What will I choose the next time it gets loud?

T H E  Q U I E T E R  T I M E S

One I can return
to

Which of the quieter times from the last page could I make more room for this week?

A  S E N T E N C E  T O  C A R R Y

Something like: “I am a person who notices ___ in my life, and I am more than that.”

Externalizing is not a euphemism and it does not excuse harm. It lets us see ourselves as separate from the problem, so we can look at the problem
from a different perspective.
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