Description-evaluation multiple choice exercise

Words cause a lot of problems for us, because when we think something, we automatically assume that what we are thinking is real—that our thoughts perfectly fit our experience, and that they describe what is really happening to us. This may be at the core of the struggle we have with our emotions and experiences.

Thoughts can be lumped into one of two categories: Descriptions and evaluations. 

Descriptions are thoughts that simply describe the directly observable aspects of things. We use our senses (sight, touch, smell, taste, hear) to identify descriptions.
Evaluations are thoughts that compare events and assign an evaluative label (like good or bad, unbearable or bearable, shameful, embarrassing, and any other way of negatively or positively evaluating feelings events, people, or experiences). Evaluations are often anything that cannot be directly experienced by using our 5 senses (sight, touch, hear, smell and taste). 
The exercise below will ask you to identify whether the statements provided are descriptions or evaluations…or both. Write down your responses and check them against the answers at the end of the exercise. 

Picture 1 
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1. The chair has 4 legs

a. Description

b. Evaluation
2.  The chair is made of a wooden material


a. Description


b. Evaluation

3.  The chair is ugly

a. Description


b. Evaluation

4.  The chair is functional


a. Description


b. Evaluation


c. Both

5.  The chair is brown


a. Description

b. Evaluation

c. Both

Is it possible for some thoughts to be descriptions and evaluations? For example, a word like ‘functional’ could be interpreted in many ways. How did you interpret it?
Picture 2
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1.  The man is looking at the child.

a. Description


b. Evaluation

2.  The child is looking at the book.


a. Description


b. Evaluation

3.  The child is sad.


a. Description

b. Evaluation

c. Both

4.  The man is happy.


a. Description


b. Evaluation


c. Both

5.  It is unfair for a child to get sick

a. Description


b. Evaluation


c. Both

Picture 3
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1. There are 3 women.


a. Description


b. Evaluation

2. The first woman is denying the seriousness of her condition.


a. Description


b. Evaluation

3. The third woman is sad


a. Description








          b. Evaluation








          c. Both

Common thoughts

Please rate these thoughts as involving descriptions, evaluations, or both

1) Life is uncertain and difficult to predict
a. Description

b. Evaluation

c. Both

2) Life is unfair
a. Description

b. Evaluation

c. Both

3) I am no good to anybody

a. Description

b. Evaluation

c. Both

4) Cancer may change my energy levels

a. Description

b. Evaluation

c. Both

5) I am helpless

a. Description

b. Evaluation

c. Both

Answers: 
Picture 1: a, a, b, c, a
Picture 2: a, a, c, c, b

Picture 3: a, b, c
Common thoughts: a, b, b, a, b

Compare the responses you gave if they differ from the answers above. How are they different and what made you assign one response over the other (i.e., description or evaluation, or both)?

Descriptions ‘describe’ those things that the majority of people could agree, such as the chair is brown. Can you touch words like ugly? Descriptions tend to be more solid. Evaluations are a bit fishier, we can’t hold or directly sense our evaluations. For those responses where Both was the answer, if we were able to find out the person’s response to some of the statements, they may agree with the statement. However, without asking such details, the response is technically an evaluation. Why? The evaluation is based on our perception / judgement only. 
If you responded to any of the above as a ‘description’, when the answer was ‘evaluation’, have you mistaken the evaluation as being as solid as the description? The thoughts are compelling, but can you use your senses to see, touch, hear, taste and smell what the statement outlines? 
Evaluations of may differ depending on cultural or personal opinion. So, descriptions describe events or experiences that are “firm to the touch” and evaluations and rules are less solid.

For the last part of this exercise we’d like you to write about your experience with cancer. Spend a few minutes writing freely about the emotions, thoughts, physical sensations, memories, struggles that you have had while living with cancer. If you need more paper, write on the back of this page or continue on a separate piece of paper.

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Now, look over what you have written. See if you can identify the descriptions and evaluations that you used in your writing about your experience of cancer. Underline all the descriptions that you find, and place a circle around the evaluations that you see. If you can’t quite remember the distinction between descriptions and evaluations, look on the first page which provides an outline of each category.

How many descriptions did you notice? _____ 

How many evaluations did you circle? _____

At the descriptive level, what do you notice about the descriptions you have written? What do you notice about your evaluations? Perhaps you notice that the evaluations you have written about your cancer experience actually seem more scary and distressing then the descriptions. This is not to say that you like the descriptions or are comfortable with them, rather, perhaps the struggle that we sometimes experience is a result of us taking the evaluations as seriously as the descriptions. In other words, it is as if the evaluations are actually really happening and are as factual and solid as the descriptions. However, can you touch / feel your evaluations? Can you see them right now?

What I’m asking you is to be suspicious about what your mind is giving you. I don’t want you to believe what I’m saying – I’m asking you to consider your own experience, and at a gut-level, does it strike you that evaluations are fishy? Is it possible to notice each evaluation as they come up and also let them go by defusing with them?
