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Embracing Uncertainty

Description

Intolerance of uncertainty can be viewed as a dispositional characteristic that results from a set of

negative beliefs about uncertainty and its implications.
Dugas & Robichaud (2007)

Intolerance of uncertainty involves the tendency to react negatively on an emotional, cognitive, and

behavioral level to uncertain situations and events.

¢ Dugas, Buhr, & Ladouceur (2004)

Intolerance of uncertainty was first described in ingfWduals suffering from gener @anxiety
disorder (GAD). Metaphors used to describe pg o are intolerant of uncerg@ifty talk about

how they can behave almost as if they were{aletgic to uncertainty, or as@lgh they have a

‘phobia of uncertainty. Many behavgor soctated w1t , such waorry and avoidance,

can be framed as attempts to incre S sense of @Anty Un
the attempt to look ahead and potentlall&tlve c nces, while avoidance and
‘sticking to what is known a fe duces e e to the -&

Unfortunately, attem&'Q feel bettezyby 1ncreas@es sense of certainty often result in
unintended c02e®1ces. For eg_‘ , attemptn{{\o ‘think ahead’ in order to foresee difficulties

d in this way, worry is

can result in that feels trollabl actually generates more uncertain possibilities
and anx1@emptmg tosgiek to what @nown and safe can result in feeling less confident
evitably e ter nov d change. In the context of OCD, compulsive checking

egy to 1nc e‘one’s sen@f Certainty actually leads to an increase in doubt (Radomsky

2014)
Q‘o

Wilkinsop, Meares,8&eston (2011) describe various strategies for overcoming intolerance
of uncertainty. O gnitive approach is to understand an individual’s beliefs and rules about
uncertainty (e.g.#If I go into an uncertain situation without preparing then I won’t be able to cope”)
and then test these with behavioral experiments. A more behavioral approach for addressing
intolerance of uncertainty is to encourage clients to introduce uncertain events into their lives
gradually. Through a process of exposure and habituation clients, can be helped to behave in more

flexible ways.
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This Embracing Uncertainty exercise describes the continuum of intolerance of uncertainty, the
rationale for exposing oneself to uncertain situations, and suggests ‘embracing uncertainty’ tasks

that clients can be encouraged to try.

Instructions

Consider introducing this exercise in the following terms:

“When people find uncertain situations anxiety-provoking we sometimes say that they are
‘intolerant of uncertainty’. It's almost as though they have an allgrgic reaction to situations where
they don’'t know what the outcome will be. In this way it isé" Ifke a phobia. Some people who
are intolerant of uncertainty might avoid trying new es, or might avoid situgtions that
they can't control or predict. Others try to reduce tainty wherever they can é

they might find out as much as they can befor&@ somewhere new, ordert @1 e meal at a

restaurant, or sit in the same place on a train@e any of that sound famili@ you?

XA

xample,

One good way that psychologlsts und to he ple to o me fears like these is to
use ‘graded exposure. To help ne w1th 1a over ir fear of dogs they would
be gradually introduced to rhaps to res, t uppy, and then to bigger dogs.

We can do a similar mwhen people tolerant o certalnty By gradually introducing

elements of uncertain your life v@an help YO e more of the life that you want to lead.

Would you be é @to explore{&@be might @\Pﬂs together?”.
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Embracing Uncertainty

Life is uncertain: we can never be 100% sure what is going to happen. Some people are OK with this and find it easy
to embrace new experiences. Other people struggle with uncertainty: it is almost as if they have a phobia of it, and
they often do things like worry or plan in attempts to reduce uncertainty.

Intolerant H Situations that are: _) Embraces
of uncertainty - Ambiguous uncertainty

« Novel
Motivation: seek certainty (safety) « Unpredictable Motivation: seek new experiences
Behavior: worry, plan, check, avoid, Behavior: open, curious, spontaneous,
seek reassurance, routine & habit willing to tolerate discomfort

Embracing uncertainty can allow you to enjoy more of life, and to respond more flexibly to challenges that come

your way. One way of doing this is to gradually introduce uncertain events into your life. Try to embrace uncertainty
*

by experimenting with some of the tasks below: .

Walk a different route. Order something new Trya cgéss. Go somewhere you have
from the menuina nevg@n.
restaurant. Q Q ®

= (< 15/
02

*

)

See a film at the cinema Have a different
without reading reviews. every day.

A
] -

Talk to someone you
don't know

(ask a question, @
pay them a
compliment).

Wear something ‘new’ TaIJt things that Listen to music that you
for you (e.g. style, brand). ofe ‘risky’ for you wouldn’t normally
*g. politics, 3 listen to.
yourself, Q@ Ty 9
opinions). N '
Sleep on a different side Try a different brand of
of the bed. toothpaste.

V4 -
Tips for embracing uncert intgg)
iM

+ Adopt the mindset that it od for you to take small risks and challenge yourself.

- Make ‘trying new things“ regular part of your life.

« You're trying to build a‘tolerance of uncertainty muscle’so you will need to practice regularly.

« Maintain a curious and open approach by focusing on the outcome of your experiments, not on the emotional
experience: What did you learn? What did you experience that was new and exciting? What did that experiment
do for your confidence?

The person who risks nothing, does nothing, has nothing, is nothing, and becomes nothing.
He may avoid suffering and sorrow, but he simply cannot learn, feel, change, grow or love.
Chained by his certitude, he is a slave; he has forfeited his freedom.

Only the person who risks is truly free.  Leo Buscaglia (1982)
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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.
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