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How Socratic Questioning Affects Self-Blame Beliefs

Introduction:

“Socratic questioning,” whose efficacy has been recognized in Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT), helps clients

explore evidence underlying their beliefs, thereby guiding them toward more adaptive cognitions. Previous
experimental studies have demonstrated that Socratic questioning promotes belief transformation (Sutoh et al.,
2015). However, empirical investigation into the thought processes of individuals receiving Socratic questioning
remains insufficient. This study examined whether Socratic questioning reduces belief certainty and
investigated the processes of evidence acquisition and integration through which this reduction occurs. This
was investigated using a quasi-randomized trial.

Method:

Research Participants were students aged 18 to 25 who were within the normal range of mental health at the
time of the survey. Students enrolled at multiple universities and online crowdsourcing platform were invited to
participate. Finally, 80 participants (40 females, 40 males; M =19.51, SD = 1.90) participated. Participants were
presented with a Japanese-language emotional vignette (Tajima et al., 2023) designed to simulate feelings of
self-blame associated with depressive states. They were instructed to read the vignette as if they were the
protagonist. After reading the vignette and experiencing negative belief, participants were asked to respond to a
list of Socratic questions. Participants were assigned to either a Socratic-question condition or a control
condition without questioning. Before and after the test, participants rated their confidence level in their belief
about themselves within the text using a Numerical Rating Scale (NRS). They were also asked to provide free-
response explanations regarding their answers to the question list and the reasons for their NRS ratings.

Results:

Regarding NRS changes, a significant interaction between time (pre-test vs. post-test), condition was observed
(F(1,76) =13.55, p <.01), and post-test NRS scores significantly decreased under the experimental condition

(1 »*=.82). Analysis of response content revealed significant differences in response patterns across conditions

(x*=52.07, p<.01, V=.81), with positive responses associated with the experimental condition. Qualitative
analysis indicated that during the response process, many participants described “gaining new perspectives” or
“coping strategies for stressors”, suggesting that adaptive cognitions may have been generated through the
questioning.

Discussion:

The reduction in NRS observed under experimental conditions suggests that being questioned in this study also
led to a decrease in belief certainty. This reduction likely resulted from eliciting multifaceted evidence,
particularly positive evidence. Moreover, it was suggested that how individuals evaluate the threat level of
stressors and the effectiveness of coping strategies may generate this difference. Therefore, while questioning
may encourage the exploration of refocused information, potentially leading to adaptive cognitive processes,
the extent to which this occurs may depend on individual coping resources and prior experiences.
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Socratic questioning
Socratic questioning is a therapeutic technique helps clients explore evidence underlying their beliefs,

thereby guiding them toward more adaptive cognitions. Its efficacy has been recognized in Cognitive * Three-factor mixed design ANOVA showed (F(1,76) =41.98,p<.01)
Behavioral Therapy was observed (r(1,76) = 13.55, p < .01). Furthermore,

(t (76) =-6.93,p<.01,n,% .15 (large)).
However,

* Empirical investigation into the thought processes of individuals receiving Socratic questioning remains &
insufficient.

* It has been pointed out that Socratic questioning must be tailored to the client, and that inappropriate
use can hinder the therapeutic process (Clark & Egan, 2018)
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p=N.S. Condition
» The aim of this study is empirically to examine whether Socratic questioning reduces belief certainty NRS Score”® : Z“‘
and to investigate the processes of evidence acquisition and integration through which this reduction duestion
occurs. 70 P <.001***
> Particularly, we focused on changes in self-blaming beliefs—a key target of cognitive approaches— 7= 45 (argd)
that influence depression.
65
Participants T e "
Participants were Undergraduate students and Graduate students in Japan. * We categorized the open-ended responses based on their similarity and conducted an independent
n=80: Mage =19.51, SD=1.90 chi-square test about category. The results
Experiment design : (x?*=52.07, p< .01, v=.81), With
Three-factor mixed design Condition (Socratic-question / Control) X time (timel / time2) X sex (male / female)
Stimulus @ Japanese-language emotional vignette (guilt34) (Tajima et al., 2023) * Qualitative analysis about open-ended responses under Socratic-question conditions provided that many
Measures : (1) NRS(Numerical Rating Scale : 0 - 100) participants described or

(2) Open-ended response regarding Socratic questioning - - - - -
o The decrease in NRS observed under Socratic-question condition suggests that the Socratic

guestioning in this study also led to a reduction in the certainty of beliefs. This decrease is
likely attributable to the elicitation of multifaceted evidence, particularly positive evidence.
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thoughts against

o The fact that positive responses were observed only following answers given under the
Socratic questioning condition suggests that no positive changes occurred in the control
condition because there was no basis for broadening one’s perspective.

N

[ Socratic questioning

Control condition o Inthe Socratic-question condition, responses to Evidence against” questions and questions
Timel Time2 regarding “Activity Scheduling” served as “grounds” for positive reevaluation.
\ V4
Q. -
o- Automatic Typing Nonsense Segsrfg,t's‘ﬁ o Although Socratic questioning may encourage the search for information that refocuses
‘ X ) thoughts attention and lead to adaptive cognitive processes, the extent to which this occurs may

depend on an individual’s coping abilities.

N

How much do you believe in your automatic —> o Therefore, it may be effective to approach resources and past experiences prior to Socratic
thoughts? (not at all = 0, completely =100) questioning.
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