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What Is Worry?

Description
“Worry is a chain of thoughts and images, negatively affect-laden and relatively uncontrollable. It
represents an attempt to engage in mental problem-solving on an issue whose outcome is uncertain

but contains the possibility of one or more negative outcomes. Consequently, worry relates closely

to the fear process.”
Borkovec, Robinson, Pruzinsky and DePree (1983)

Human beings have the amazing ability to mentally simulate f ﬁrqevents: ‘thinking ahead’ means

that we can anticipate obstacles or problems, and aff @x

compensatory actions. To the extent that it helps us @&w our goals, ‘thinking a@’ can be

adaptive. Worrying is one form of thinking about ture. It has been defined @king about
’@'or apprehens1ve \\

Clinically, excessive worry is the p @ symptom nerahze@lety disorder (GAD).

Evidence seems to indicate that t Q‘ ent of worﬁ@xople wit concerns similar topics

concern t more.! Qly or remote events. The terms

e opportunity to plan effective

future events in a way that leaves you feehng

to ‘everyday’ worry, but that itjs o
‘hypothetical worry’ and ‘realévent wor @e often us@; describe this distinction. Other
important difference t people with\GAD often rience their worries as uncontrollable,
and will worry ha@aﬂy instead ({@ sponse t(}@tlcular triggers.

The What @vr ry? infor \km handou@ncﬂy describes worry. It defines worry, draws a

dlStln etween 1& nt’ an& thetical event’ worry, and describes a continuum of
% excessiv ry. It alé efly describes the Laval perspective of generalized anxiety
é in wh1c)&{'zblerance ertainty is viewed as a prominent feature. It is helpful as both
asa chent@ t and as apist primer.
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Instructions

This is a Psychology Tools information handout. Suggested uses include:

Client handout - a psychoeducation resource.

Discussion point — to provoke a discussion and explore your client’s beliefs.

Therapist learning tool - to improve your familiarity with a psychological construct.
o Supervision tool - to develop formulations and knowledge.

o Teaching resource - a learning tool during training.
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What Is Worry?

To worry means to think about problems that might happen in a way that leaves you feeling anxious or
apprehensive. Worry is experienced as a chain of thoughts and images which can progress in increasingly
catastrophic and unlikely directions. It is often experienced as uncontrollable and seems to take on a life of its own.

My colleague What if I've done Imagining myself arguing

seemed off'with  ——)» something to upset _>![\:l)a;/qbebsohsi Il complain —)» [lllbesacked. ——) my case at an employment
me. her? Y ’ tribunal.
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Why do people worry?

Most of us can foresee problems that might happen in our lives and spend at least some time thinking about what
we could do to manage them. To the extent that this helps us to solve future problems worry is normal and useful.
Psychologists think that worry is an attempt to manage and reduce uncertainty. Some people are more sensitive to
(bothered by) uncertainty and they tend to do more worrying.

Real vs Hypothetical worry
Psychologists often distinguish between two types of worry:

Real event worries Hypothetical worries
are about actual problems are about things that do not currently exist,
that are affecting you right now. but which might happen in the future.
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How do | know if my worry is a problem?
Everyone worries to some degree. Worry can become a problem when it stops you from living the life you want
to live, or if it leaves you feeling demoralised and exhausted.

S ormal worry ssive worry 2

Relationships, health, work, finances,

Relationships, health, work, finances

family, school Content family, school
Usually about more likely and relativel o . Usually more about unlikely or remote future
y y y Likelihood & timescale y Y

here-and-now events (real event worry). events (hypothetical event worry).

W f i - .
orry o t.en starts in response to a Timing Worry may be more habitual.

specific trigger.

Feels like there s some control over the Control Feels like the worry is not controllable.

WOIrry process.

Spend less time worrying Duration Spend more time worrying.

PSYC H O LO(;YTQ&LS(FD Copyright © 2020 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.




Resource details

Title: What Is Worry?

Language: English (US)

Translated title: NA

Type: Information handout

Document orientation: Portrait

URL: https://www.psychologytools.com/resource/what-is-worry/

Te

%conditions \

igtesource may, d by licens embers of Psychology Tools and their clients. Resources must be used in
accordance wit erms and @ 1ions which can be found at:

https:/ /ww‘@ologytools erms-and-conditions/
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Disclaimer \()

Your use of this resoNs not intended to be, and should not be relied on, as a substitute for professional medical
advice, diagnosis, dF treatment. If you are suffering from any mental health issues we recommend that you seek
formal medical advice before using these resources. We make no warranties that this information is correct, com-
plete, reliable or suitable for any purpose. As a professional user, you should work within the bounds of your own
competencies, using your own skill and knowledge, and therefore the resources should be used to support good
practice, not to replace it.

Copyright
Unless otherwise stated, this resource is Copyright © 2020 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.
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