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INTRODUCTION

                                            

The Seven Rules of Highly Worried People

WORRYING IS SECOND NATURE to you, but imagine that someone who has been raised in the jungle and knows nothing about conventional modern life approached you and asked, “How do I go about learning how to worry?” Of course, you’ve been worrying spontaneously for years, but how would you teach someone to worry? How would you come up with a rule book for worry?

First, you’d have to come up with some good reasons why you need to worry. What could they be? How about “Worry motivates me” or “Worry helps me solve my problems” or “Worry keeps me from being surprised”? Those sound like excellent reasons to worry.

Then you can come up with some ideas about when to start worrying. What is going to trigger this experience for you? You might say, “When something bad happens,” but that’s not really the case, because you worry about bad things that haven’t happened yet. Or you might say, “When something bad is about to happen.” But how would you know if it’s about to happen? It hasn’t happened yet, and almost everything that you worry about happening never has happened. You could say, “Worry about things that you can imagine happening that are really bad.” You can now imagine a million bad things that never have to happen. It’s an unlimited supply of worries.

Now that you have some potential material to work with, you will have to focus on your worries. There are so many other things to distract you: work, friends, family, hobbies, aches and pains, even sleep. How will you keep your mind on your worries?

That’s easy. Tell yourself some stories about all the bad things that could happen. Embellish them with details. Start each sentence, where possible, with “what if” and then come up with every possible horrible outcome. Keep telling yourself these bad stories, each time trying to figure out if you left out something important. You can’t trust your memory. Come up with all of the possibilities—and then dwell on them. Remember, if it’s possible, it’s probable.

And don’t forget, keep thinking that if something bad could happen—if you can simply imagine it—then it’s your responsibility to worry about it. That’s the first rule of worry.

But if something bad could happen, what does it have to do with you? Well, the second rule is, don’t accept any uncertainty—you need to know for sure.

So solve every problem that you can think of right now. You’ll feel better. You’ll finally be able to relax once you’ve eliminated uncertainty from your life. If you had absolute certainty, you wouldn’t be worried, would you? You have to go out and get that perfection, that certainty.

Now, let’s start with your health. You can’t be completely certain that this discoloration isn’t cancer. You just saw the doctor—but haven’t doctors been wrong before? Moving along, you can’t be sure that all of your money won’t run out. Or that you won’t lose your job. If you did lose your job, you can’t be absolutely, 100 percent sure that you would get another job. Or that people who respect you now won’t lose all of their respect if you don’t keep things going at the highest level possible.

Let’s face it—is there anything that you are really certain of?

Maybe you can get some certainty by getting other people to reassure you. Maybe someone else is a better judge than you are. Go to the doctor as many times as you can afford to and ask her if she can tell you absolutely for sure that there is nothing wrong with you, or if she can tell you that you will never get sick and die. Ask your friends if they think you still look as good as you did last year. Maybe you can catch things before they slide too far. Maybe, before you completely fall apart—get sick and lose your money, job, friends, and your looks—you can catch it all and reverse it in a heroic effort of self-help. Maybe it’s not too late. That’s the great thing about demanding certainty. You will eliminate any oversights. You won’t be naive. You won’t be caught by surprise.

But simply being motivated and not accepting uncertainty is not enough to be a worrier. You need evidence that things can go badly. So the third rule is, treat all of your negative thoughts as if they are really true.

If you think someone doesn’t like you, it’s probably true. If you think you’ll get fired, count on it. If you think that someone else is upset, then it’s all about you. The more you treat your thoughts as if they are reality, the more you will be able to worry.

But why should you care what people think about you or how you do on your job? Why should it matter to you?

The fourth rule solves this problem: anything bad that could happen is a reflection of who you are as a person.

If you don’t do well on the exam, you are incompetent. If someone doesn’t like you, you must be a loser. If your partner is angry, it must mean you’ll end up alone and miserable. It’s all about who you really are.

But some things are just not a big deal. Why should a loss or a failure be so important? Why worry if it’s a small loss or a small failure?

Because the fifth rule of highly worried people is: failure is unacceptable.

You can think of everything as your responsibility, and if you fail, you think about how everyone will know and how this is entirely the final test of who you are. You can make your worries as powerful as possible by thinking, “I can never handle any failure.”

Now your worries are really important.

You know they are really important because you feel how powerfully they affect you: knots in your stomach, rapid heart rate, whirring in your ears, headaches, cold sweats, sleepless nights. Now that you notice you have all of these feelings, you need to get rid of them right away. And that’s rule six: get rid of any negative feelings immediately.

But wait. You can’t get rid of them? They’re not going away? That’s a bad sign. You should be able to get rid of bad feelings right now. Who knows what they’ll turn into if left to fester? Maybe the fact that you can’t get rid of those bad feelings means something really awful is going to happen. Maybe there are terrible things you haven’t thought of. Maybe you’re losing control. And that’s unacceptable. That’s something that needs to be addressed as soon as possible. Therefore, the seventh rule is, treat everything like an emergency.

Don’t kid yourself by thinking you can wait to get around to handling these things. Everything has to be solved right now—all of your problems, all of your worries, everything. You can lie in bed and go over every single problem that you will face tomorrow or next year and say to yourself, “I need the answers immediately.”

So far, we are imagining bad stories and treating them like facts to motivate you to be responsible and worry. You’re not going to accept any uncertainty; you’ll put yourself in the center of every situation and see yourself as a failure. You realize that your emotions have to be completely controlled, and so you will treat everything like an emergency to get rid of any bad thoughts or feelings.

Now you can go back to the guy who came out of the jungle and tell him that you have the Seven Rules of Highly Worried People. Let’s take a close look at them and make sure we have everything:

	If something bad could happen—if you can simply imagine it—then it’s your responsibility to worry about it.


	Don’t accept any uncertainty—you need to know for sure.


	Treat all of your negative thoughts as if they are really true.


	Anything bad that could happen is a reflection of who you are as a person.


	Failure is unacceptable.


	Get rid of any negative feelings immediately.


	Treat everything like an emergency.



But wait. Didn’t you leave out something? Isn’t there something you overlooked? Can you really trust your memory? You forgot the most important thing. You forgot to worry about worrying. You forgot to tell him, “All of this worrying is going to drive you crazy, give you a heart attack, and ruin your life completely.” How could you forget the eighth rule—the rule that says, “Now that you’re worried, you’ve got to stop worrying completely or you’ll go crazy and die”?

But maybe you didn’t worry enough about the assignment. Isn’t that why you worry, anyway? To be prepared? So you won’t overlook anything? If you had worried about getting the assignment right, you would have seen that teaching your new friend to worry would ultimately drive him mad—or kill him.

Well, you’re probably saying to yourself, “Very funny. It sounds just like me. But what does this have to do with helping me get rid of my worries?”

It’s really quite simple. You worry because you follow a rule book that you think will actually help you. You think that you will catch things before they get out of hand, get rid of any unpleasant emotion immediately, and solve all your problems. You think that following these rules will make you feel more secure. But so far it hasn’t worked.

In fact, your solutions are the problem. Your rule book makes you worry.

There Is Good News

For the past twenty years I have helped people suffering from depression and anxiety through cognitive therapy. Cognitive therapy addresses the biases in your thinking (cognitions are your thoughts) that are causing your anxiety and depression. Anxiety disorders are really problems in the way you think. The relevance of cognitive therapy is that it helps you understand and modify these biases to effectively diminish your anxiety.

For many years chronic worriers had to suffer without any signifi-cant hope of getting better. Occasionally they would seek out help with antianxiety medications or antidepressants, which can help reduce some of the unpleasantness. Traditional forms of psychotherapy might be helpful in about 20 percent of cases, but the other 80 percent would not improve. Fortunately, though, we now have very good news for people who are chronic worriers.

There have been significant advances in the last ten years in new approaches that expand far beyond what cognitive therapists used to do. For example, we now know:

	People are actually less anxious when they are worrying.


	Intolerance of uncertainty is the most important element in worry.


	Worriers fear emotions and do not process the meaning of events because they are “too much in their heads.” 



Worry is not simply pessimism; it’s a reflection of many different parts of who you are. Once you understand why you worry and why your worry makes sense to you, you can begin to explore some things that you can do—or not do—to help yourself.


	We now have a much greater understanding of how worry works.


	We can use this new understanding to reverse these troublesome worries.


	Three-quarters of people with this problem can be significantly helped with newer forms of therapy.






Based on the new research, I’ve developed a seven-step program to help you understand your own “theory” about worry, how your mind works, how your personality affects your worry, and the most effective techniques for defeating your worry and breaking those rules once and for all:


	Identify productive and unproductive worry.

	Accept reality and commit to change.

	Challenge your worried thinking.

	Focus on the deeper threat.

	Turn “failure” into opportunity.

	Use your emotions rather than worry about them.

	Take control of time.


Let’s briefly examine each step.



1. Identify productive and unproductive worry. Most worriers are of two minds: “My worry is driving me crazy” and “I need to worry to be prepared.” Thus, you may be worried about giving up your worry, since you think it prepares and protects you. You will learn that you have mixed feelings about giving up on your worry, which is why you persist even when it makes you miserable. Your worry is a strategy that you think helps you. Until you give up this belief, you will continue to worry. You will learn how to get the motivation you need to stop and challenge your worries rather than think of your worries as a sign of how responsible and conscientious you are. Without the motivation to change your worry, all the advice in the world will be useless.

You will learn how to use productive worry by identifying problems that you can address immediately, such as getting a road map for your trip from New York to Boston. Unproductive worry involves imaginary what-ifs, such as “What if I get there and no one wants to talk with me?” Once you make this distinction you will learn how to use effective problem-solving strategies for real problems.



2. Accept reality and commit to change. You are unwilling to accept certain realities or possibilities that you might not like. Your worry is like a protest against reality. Acceptance of something doesn’t mean that you like it or that you think it’s fair. Acceptance doesn’t mean that you can’t do anything to change certain things. But before you can change anything you will have to learn to accept that real problems exist. You will also learn to accept your limitations. Your worries are always about something that you should be doing—you should make more money, make sure you don’t get sick, help someone else who hasn’t asked you for help. Worry puts you in the middle of the universe. In this step, you will learn that you can become more of an observer of reality and less of the determining force of the universe.



3. Challenge your worried thinking. You are constantly making predictions about the future (“I might fail”), reading people’s minds (“He thinks I’m a loser”), or thinking negative thoughts (“It would be awful if I didn’t get what I want”). I will give you ten ways to defeat these irrational and extreme thoughts so that your life can be more balanced. In this step, you will also learn how to identify what triggers your worry, common themes of your worry, and several techniques, such as how to practice worrying, in order to reduce your anxiety level.



4. Focus on the deeper threat. You worry about some things but not others. Why? Your core belief is the source of the worry. It may be your concern about being imperfect, being abandoned, feeling helpless, looking like a fool, or acting irresponsibly. Here you’ll find out how to identify and challenge these core beliefs about yourself that are causing you so much stress.



5. Turn “failure” into opportunity. Your worries are attempts to prepare for, prevent, and anticipate failure. Failure to you may seem like a catastrophic eventuality—something that can happen any minute unless you keep your guard up and worry. I will give you twenty things to say to yourself to overcome your fear of failure. Once you know how to handle failure, what would you have to worry about?



6. Use your emotions rather than worry about them. Worry is actually a strategy for avoiding unpleasant emotions. You are afraid of your feelings because you think you should be rational, in control, never upset, always clear in how you feel, and on top of things. Even though you recognize that you’re a nervous wreck, your fear of your feelings drives you into more worry. Rather than trying to worry your emotions away, you will learn to experience them and use them to your advantage.



7. Take control of time. You feel controlled by a constant sense of urgency, the need to know everything right now. Here you will learn how to turn the urgency off and improve on the present moment so that you can get more out of life right now.

Part 3, “Special Worries and How to Challenge Them,” addresses the five most common areas of worry—approval, relationships, health, finances, and work—and uses the seven-step approach to deal with them. Although each area of worry draws on the seven-step program, we will also examine specific issues involved in each area. For example, when we describe relationship worries, we will look at how your childhood experiences affected your view of relationships. When we discuss your health worries, we will evaluate your perfectionistic ideas about appearance and physical functioning. And when we evaluate your money worries, we will also examine specific distortions in thinking that lead you to become obsessed with losing money.

Now, let’s begin by looking at why you worry—and why you keep worrying.


PART 1

                      

THE HOW AND WHY OF WORRY

1

                                            

Understanding Worry

WORRY IS EVERYWHERE. All of us worry, including me. You are not alone. In fact, 38 percent of people worry every day. And many people describe themselves as chronic worriers—they say, “I’ve been a worrier all my life.” But that’s only a modest indication of how worry has come to impact every aspect of our lives, limiting our enjoyment and satisfaction. Worry is the central component of all the anxiety disorders and depression. Research shows that worry precedes the onset of depression—you literally worry yourself into depression. Fifty percent of the people in the United States have had serious problems with depression, anxiety, or substance abuse at some time.1 Depression, anxiety, and substance abuse have increased during the past fifty years.2

The problem of worry is one that urgently needs a solution. To find one, we first need to understand it.

The Different Kinds of Worry

Let’s consider three people who worry.

	Jane is thirty-two years old and single. She and Roger just broke up after a two-year relationship. They had been talking about getting married, but Roger got cold feet, and Jane got fed up with him. She felt she didn’t want to wait forever for Roger to get his act together, so she broke it off. She knows she did the right thing, but now she worries: “Will I ever find a guy who can make a commitment?” and “Will I ever be able to have kids?” She sits in her apartment at night eating cookies and watching sitcoms.




	Brian is forty-five. He hasn’t filed his taxes for two years. He is sitting at home alone—just like Jane—thinking that he’s a loser for being so stupid not to file his taxes. He imagines the feds coming to his home and taking him away in handcuffs. Brian knows, in his rational mind, that he hasn’t committed a crime—his employer withheld the taxes, and he’s only late in filing. The worst case would probably be some kind of fine. But every time he sits down to start his taxes, his stomach clenches, his mind races, and he’s overcome by an overwhelming sense of dread. To avoid this feeling, he turns on ESPN and thinks, “I’ll wait for a better time.”




	Diane turns forty next month. She just had a complete medical exam two weeks ago, and everything is fine. But she feels a slight irregularity in her breast and begins to think, “Is this cancer?” Even though the doctor assured her she is healthy, Diane knows you can never be too careful. Just six months ago she thought she had Lou Gehrig’s disease. Diane was relieved to learn she didn’t have a serious neurological problem—only a bad case of nerves. Diane knows her fears are real—even though everyone else tells her to see a therapist.






I could fill several volumes with stories about people who worry. One of the volumes could probably be written by you! We worry about everything—getting rejected, ending up alone, doing badly on an exam, not looking that good, what someone thinks of us, getting sick, falling off cliffs, crashing in airplanes, losing our money, being late, going crazy, having weird thoughts and feelings, being humiliated.

You find yourself puzzled with thoughts like these:

	I know that I keep predicting the worst, but I can’t help myself.


	Even when people tell me it’s going to be OK, I still can’t stop worrying.


	I try to put these thoughts out of my mind, but they just keep coming back.


	I know it’s not likely to happen, but what if I’m the one?


	Why can’t I get control of my thoughts?


	Why am I driving myself crazy with these worries?




For example, Greg worries that things at work might go badly if he doesn’t get this project done on time. Even if he gets it done, he thinks it might not be up to par. The boss could get angry at him. What if he gets so angry he decides to fire him? After all, three people were laid off last month. And then what would his wife think? She’d be disappointed. Now Greg notices that he’s worrying again, and he thinks, “I’m worried all the time, and I can’t get any control over this worry. I’ll never get any sleep tonight, and then I’ll be tired, and then I won’t be able to get this project done.” And so on in a vicious circle.

Greg has generalized anxiety disorder (GAD), or what I call the “what-if disease.” A lot of what we will discuss in this book relates directly to this particular kind of worry. If you have this problem, then you worry about a number of different things—money, health, relationships, safety, or performance. And you worry you don’t have control of your worries. This is one of the longest-lasting anxiety disorders. You jump from one worry to another, predicting one catastrophe after another. Plus you worry about the fact that you are worrying so much. Not only are you worried, but you also have difficulty sleeping, are irritable and tense and tired, have indigestion, sweat a lot, and just feel nervous a good deal of the time. It’s hard to relax. No wonder you are often depressed or have physical problems such as irritable bowel syndrome.3

About 7 percent of us have GAD. Women are twice as likely as men to have this problem. This is a chronic condition, with many people saying that they have been worriers all their lives.4 The first severe worry tends to begin during late adolescence or early adulthood. Most people with GAD never seek out psychotherapy; they generally see their doctor and complain about vague physical symptoms, such as fatigue, aches and pains, irritable bowel, and sleep problems. Those who do eventually go to therapy wait a long time before doing so—an average of ten years. In fact, worry is such a widespread problem that it may not even seem like a problem. That’s because you think, “Oh, I’m just a worrier” and believe that there’s nothing you can do about it. You think, “I’ve always been a worrier—and I always will be.”

Worry is not limited to GAD. In addition to this general what-if disease, others confront more specific types of worry—a fear of a specific situation, for example. These more targeted worries are part of every anxiety disorder and a central component of depression. This is important for two reasons. First, if you have GAD—or if you are a chronic worrier—then you probably have some problems with another anxiety disorder or depression. Second, if we cure your worry, your anxiety and depression should dramatically improve.

Look at the different kinds of worries and anxiety disorders in the table below and see if any of them fit you at times. You probably have some of the worries listed in this table.
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If you have social anxiety, then you worry that people will see you as weak, vulnerable, and anxious. You are shy, intimidated, afraid to speak in public, and worried that people will see that you are anxious. If you have post-traumatic stress disorder, then you worry that the intrusive images and frightening nightmares will never go away and that something terrible will happen. If you have specific fears, such as a fear of flying, then you worry that you will be injured or killed. And if you have obsessive-compulsive disorder, you worry you may have left something undone, or that you are contaminated, or that your thoughts will lead to dangerous impulses.

Now that you have evaluated the different kinds of worries you have for these different anxiety problems, let’s take a closer look at why your worry persists—no matter how many times things turn out OK.

Why You Keep Worrying

You have mixed feelings about your worries. On one hand, your worries are bothering you—you can’t sleep, and you can’t get these pessimistic thoughts out of your head. But there is a way that these worries make sense to you. For example, you think:

	Maybe I’ll find a solution.


	I don’t want to overlook anything.


	If I keep thinking a little longer, maybe I’ll figure it out.


	I don’t want to be surprised.


	I want to be responsible.




You have a hard time giving up on your worries because, in a sense, your worries have been working for you.

Your Parents Taught You to Worry

Where did all of this worry come from?

It’s interesting that worriers don’t generally describe terrible things happening in their recent lives. In fact, nothing unusual seems to be happening in their lives. No big traumas, few big losses—at least not now.

	Trauma. Chronic worriers had a higher level of trauma—especially physical threat of harm—when they were kids. But as adults, chronic worriers were least likely to worry about physical threat!5 One reason is that they may avoid thinking about things that are upsetting. College students who worried a lot said that they worry about certain things because they don’t want to think about other things that might be more frightening.6 This is important because—as you will see later—a lot of worry is an attempt to avoid your emotions.


	Worried and overprotective parents. Adults who worry had parents who worried. The children may very well have imitated this style of worried thinking. The mothers of worriers were overprotective and tried to protect their kids from what they saw as a dangerous world.7 “Don’t stay out too late—it’s dangerous” and “Don’t forget to wear your gloves” and “Be sure that you watch and look both ways when you cross the street.” The message was that you’ve got to always keep your guard up, and you’ve got to control your environment.




Many of these mothers combined this overprotection with a lack of warmth. These mothers were controlling and intrusive but showed very little affection. The child learned, “Not only is the world unsafe and I am not competent (because my mother has to tell me what to do), but there’s no safe and comfortable place for me to go for support.”

	Reversed parenting. These mothers often made the child take on the role of acting as the parent to the mother. The mother shared her problems with the kid and hoped the child would soothe her. This reversal of roles contributes to the tendency to worry later—especially to worry about what other people think and feel. One worrier told me that her mother’s reversal of roles made her feel that there was no one to protect her. So she worried.




An offshoot of this is that the most common worry for chronic worriers is concern about relationships. Worriers are most concerned they are not nurturing and caring enough toward other people. They worry about letting other people down, that other people are upset with them, and that other people are unhappy. In fact, worriers tend to be better than nonworriers in anticipating the feelings of other people.8

	Parents dismissed emotion. Worriers had parents who treated the child’s emotions as if they were an annoyance or as if the child was self-indulgent for having painful or unpleasant feelings. Thus, these kids grow up thinking that they can’t have emotions and that no one will be supportive of them.




	Insecure attachments. Adults who worry are more likely to have had a parent who died before the child was sixteen. The loss of a parent may make the child more worried about other interpersonal losses such as relationships breaking up, people being upset with them, or any conflicts and arguments that might arise. They often had very insecure attachments with their parents. This means that they were not always sure that their parents would be there for them, couldn’t count on their parents paying attention to them, or feared that the parents might leave or die.




A woman who worried about her relationship ending told me that her mother used to threaten suicide when she was a kid. She now felt that any relationship could end at any time unless she was vigilant.9 Another woman worried about her finances and being left alone, although she was independently wealthy and had numerous friends. She explained that when she was a girl her mother would complain about pains in her chest and would tell her that there were all kinds of danger out there. She feared that her mother would die if she went out and played for too long. In fact, she told me that she felt that she couldn’t do things on her own because she thought it could kill her mother. As irrational as this might sound, this continued to be a fear for her as an adult.

	Shame. Mothers of people who are shy were very focused on shame as a way to control their kids. They say things like “What will people think?” or “I am really disappointed in you” or “Don’t let anyone know that you did that.” Shame makes you feel that who you are and what you are needs to be hidden. Kids who grow up with parents like this are ashamed that people will see them as flawed or nervous.




It Makes Sense to You

I don’t believe that people want to be anxious or want to suffer. In fact, worry is a way that people think they can avoid having worse things happen. Worry is your strategy to adapt to a reality that you view as uncertain, out of control, dangerous, and filled with problems. You view worry as a way to act responsibly, prevent your worst fears from happening, motivate yourself to get things done, and avoid the unpleasant feelings that you believe are right below the surface. Until you recognize why worry makes sense and why your theories about worry may be wrong, you may be reluctant to give up on worry. Let’s look at these ideas more closely.



1. You believe that worry helps you solve problems. People worry and ruminate because they think that they will find an answer to their problems. They believe that worry will prepare them, protect them, and prevent bad things from happening. When researchers ask people what they hope to gain from worrying about bad things, they say, “Maybe I’ll figure out a way to solve my problems” or “Maybe I’ll figure out what’s wrong.”10



2. You believe the world is dangerous and that you are unable to cope. You believe that terrible things are likely to happen, so you worry in order to prevent these things from happening. Worriers attend to threatening information (for example, signs of rejection) and interpret ambiguous information as threatening.11 Ambiguous information could be something like “I’m not sure how Carol really feels, but I bet she is not talking to me because she doesn’t like me.” Worriers have their antenna out looking for threat. They see danger even when it isn’t there. They have the radar up and running because it always seems like it’s wartime.



In one study, worriers were asked to write down their worries over a two-week period and predict what would happen. In fact, 85 percent of the actual outcomes were positive. Things almost always turn out better than you think. Also, 79 percent of the time worriers coped with different negative outcomes better than they expected they would.12

Worriers assume that the world is filled with opportunities for rejection and failure and that their predictions are accurate. One woman, after the disastrous events of September 11 in New York City, thought the chances that she would be killed in the future by a terrorist attack were 100 percent. Other worriers believe that it is likely that they will have a serious illness, go bankrupt, or fail in their relationships. They are guided by pervasive pessimism.



3. Worry helps you avoid thinking about the worst possible out-come. You focus on things that you can catch early that will prevent some feared future disaster from occurring.13 Although I just said in the section above that you might worry about the worst possible outcome, what you actually do is worry about all the bad outcomes that happen before the worst outcome could occur. The rationale behind this is “If I can notice all the smaller things that happen before the catastrophe, I can catch it early and avoid thinking or imagining that catastrophe.”



For example, a dentist worried that his practice would shrink. He was anxious whenever a patient canceled or whenever he had an empty hour: “Gee, I have empty slots in my schedule. My income is dropping. I wonder if there’s a downturn in my practice. I wonder if Dr. Smith is not referring to me because the last patient didn’t work out. I wonder if I might be losing my contacts with referral sources. I wonder if I should call up Dr. Smith and have lunch with him.”

He did not allow himself to go to the most feared thought: “My practice will completely collapse and I will be bankrupt.” He avoided this thought by focusing on the immediate events in front of him—a patient canceling—and then tried to figure out how they could be avoided in the future.

When I ask chronic worriers to try to think through the string of events that could lead to the worst possible outcome, they actually take longer to get to the worst outcome. They keep coming up with less than the worst outcome, or all the things that happen before the worst outcome. This is important: since chronic worriers focus on little things to be caught and changed (if possible), they seldom face their worst fears—the fears of a terrible catastrophe. As a result, they don’t have the opportunity to reject that fear.



4. Your worry keeps you from feeling powerful emotions. People have probably said to you, “You think too much.” There’s some truth to this. Worry is a way that you avoid feelings by “over-thinking.” As a worrier, you are thinking more than feeling. You try to think about problems rather than feel your emotions. Worry is your way of “keeping it in your head” and not feeling the emotional impact.



5. You are not anxious when you are worried. While you are worrying, your anxiety level does not increase. Worriers and nonworriers respond very differently to threat. When nonworriers look at a threatening image, they feel afraid and their heart rates go up. With repeated exposure to the threatening image, their anxiety goes down. But for worriers, the process is very different. Worriers tend to be at higher levels of tension at most times, so when a threatening image is presented, the chronic worrier shows no increase. It’s as if he is experiencing it as a “normal threat.”



The worrier shows no decrease with repeated exposure to the threatening image.14 This is very important, because with almost all other things that we fear, we find ourselves less afraid the longer we stay in the situation. Thus, if I am afraid of taking an elevator but I take it a thousand times, I become much less afraid. But this does not happen with worriers. Worriers take a much longer time to become less anxious when they view a threat. It’s as if they are not feeling the threat. This is because worriers are always on guard—in a state of tension. Your worry suppresses your anxiety because you actually think you are doing something constructive when you are worrying. However, when you stop worrying, your anxiety level goes up.15 It’s as if your anxiety incubates when you worry. That’s why worriers are actually more anxious in general, even though they are less anxious when they are actually worrying!



6. Worry gives you the illusion of control. If you are a worrier, someone has probably called you a “control freak.” When you are anxious, you believe that things will go out of control. You try to control what will happen by thinking about all the worst possibilities and then finding solutions. You’re saying to yourself, “I’ve got to find out how things can go wrong and then make sure it doesn’t happen.” You’re trying to solve a problem before it becomes a bigger problem—before it becomes a catastrophe.



Because you feel that things or events are out of your control, you turn to worry to gain control. You keep thinking, “What can go wrong?” and “How can I control it?” When we anticipate danger or threat, we attempt to gain some control. For example, if you have a fear of dogs, you manifest control by avoiding dogs when you see them on the sidewalk. If you have an obsessive concern about contamination, you manifest control by washing your hands thirty times. If you worry about making a fool of yourself in front of strangers, you might hold on to the side of a table to make yourself feel steady. You search for some way to control things. We call these “safety behaviors” because they make you feel safe. You are actually using your worry as a way of gaining control. Since you worry before the bad thing might happen, and it does not happen, you begin to think that the worry prevented a bad outcome.

So if I am worried about bad things happening—failing the test, getting run over by a bus, getting rejected by every woman I talk to—but these things do not actually happen, why don’t I just immediately abandon all of my worries and become the happy guy I was meant to be? Because my primitive brain is saying something like this: “Bob, let’s put two and two together. You’ve been worrying about the test, the bus, and all these women. You didn’t fail the test, you haven’t been hit by a bus, and not all the women reject you. So nothing terrible has happened. Doesn’t that prove that the worry is working? You worried. Bad things didn’t happen. It worked. Case closed. Stop bothering me. I’m busy worrying.”16

This is what psychologists call “illusory correlation.” Two things are correlated when they seem to occur together in time. So when the light turns green, the cars move forward. The two things occur around the same time. But correlation does not prove that one is a cause of the other. Let’s imagine that Penny gets out of bed every morning and fifteen minutes later the sun rises. Did she cause the sun to rise?



7. You feel that worry means you are responsible. You may believe that you have a responsibility to think of all the bad outcomes that could happen, then come up with ways of preventing these things from occurring. You think, “I wonder if this mole is cancer. Now that I think it might be, I would be irresponsible and negligent not to do everything I can to figure out what it really is.”



People worry because they think worrying is a sign of being a careful, responsible and conscientious person.17 Take Lisa. Her thirty-two-year-old son, Chuck, wasn’t married but was living with a woman he really cared about. He had a good job and just got his MBA from a top business school. But Lisa worried that Chuck would never get married, might not be successful in his career, and, of course, wasn’t taking care of himself. Lisa’s worry was driving Chuck crazy. But Lisa thought that worrying about Chuck was a sign that she cared and was a good mother.



8. Worry is a way to reduce uncertainty. You can’t stand not knowing something for sure. You keep saying things like, “I don’t really know” or “It could happen” or “It’s always possible” or “I don’t feel sure yet.” You feel you can’t tolerate not having certainty.



Worriers are intolerant of uncertainty.18 In fact, worriers would rather know a negative outcome for sure than face the possibility of an uncertain outcome that could be positive. You believe that you can consider all of the possible ways that something can go wrong and reduce the uncertainty by collecting information and considering every alternative. This, of course, increases the sense that things are out of control. So you worry even more.

You believe that you will finally be able to figure things out, or come up with new information that will make things entirely clear, or arrive at the perfect solution. These attempts to eliminate uncertainty only make you more frustrated, since it is impossible to eliminate uncertainty.

If you are a chronic worrier, then the following will seem familiar to you.

	You believe that gaining certainty will reduce your risk of harm.


	You seek reassurance to gain more confidence.


	You demand more information.


	You wait indefinitely to take action.


	You feel you need to know for sure.


	If you don’t know it for sure, then you conclude it’s going to turn out badly.


	Even when you seem to have a solution in hand, you ask if it will absolutely, definitely solve everything. If it doesn’t, you reject it.


	You keep worrying in order to find the absolutely perfect answer that will eliminate uncertainty.


	Uncertainty is equated with threat, lack of control, mistakes, and regret.




But if you think about it rationally, uncertainty is actually neutral. If I say that I am uncertain about the weather next month (as I am), then it does not follow that the weather will be bad. I simply don’t know.

You scour the health encyclopedia for any symptoms of illness. Since you are jumping to conclusions about the worst possible outcome, you think, “If I have a headache, it could be a brain tumor.” Consequently, you seek out an enormous amount of information about brain tumors and various neurological disorders, visit doctors unnecessarily, and demand reassurance from everyone around you. You want certainty.

Information is power, but information should be balanced. What you collect is information that is biased toward the negative. This makes sense to you because it makes you feel that you will catch something early and reverse the danger. What you don’t realize is that—because you are biased—you are using information that is not accurate. So you can easily end up making the wrong decision.

You might come up with reasonable solutions to problems but then reject these solutions because you are not completely certain or the solutions are not perfect. This is poor problem solving, since not only are you looking for a solution, you are looking for the perfect solution. It doesn’t exist, so you worry even more until you can find one.

Some worriers worry so much that they avoid information. This is because you can view getting certain information as telling you for sure that you really do have a catastrophic problem. Your reasoning is, “If I know for sure that I have a terrible problem, it will be devastating to me and I’ll just worry about it all the time.”

A forty-eight-year-old woman did not have a gynecological exam for over twenty years. She was too worried that the exam would make her worry about cancer. Another worrier refused to look at his stock portfolio because he felt it made him too anxious; he was afraid that he had lost too much money. A woman who worried about her looks avoided any mirrors lest they remind her that she was turning into a “hag.” In fact, she was quite healthy and attractive, but she might be the last to know.

The intolerance of uncertainty is shown in Figure 1.1, below. As you examine this figure, think about your worries when you are uncertain about something. For example, you think, “Maybe my boss is angry at me” (something bad could happen). You then think, “I can’t stand not knowing for sure. If I knew for sure, perhaps I could fix the problem” or “I don’t want to be surprised.” You then decide that you need to collect more information, so you start looking for any signs—past, present, or future—that she is angry with you. You begin contemplating all the bad things that could happen—getting criticized, humiliated, and fired, and never getting another job in this field. You start coming up with solutions: flattering your boss, working harder, getting back on track. You also turn to your coworkers and ask for reassurance that things will be OK. You get reassurance, but you reject it, and you reject all the solutions that you thought of because you can’t be certain that they will make you absolutely sure that your boss isn’t angry and won’t eventually fire you. So you continue to worry.

[image: image]

9. You worry to control your thoughts and feelings. You may overemphasize rationality at the expense of experiencing or processing your emotions. You have a negative view of your emotions and are intolerant of your feelings. You believe your emotions will spin out of control and last too long, and your feelings just don’t make sense to you.



Why would you be so intolerant of your emotions?

First, as a worrier, you are probably higher in what is called “anxiety sensitivity.” According to psychologist Stephen Reiss, some individuals are highly sensitive or averse to their sensations of anxiety.19 For example, if you have anxiety sensitivity, then you believe that your anxiety or stress will make you sick or lose control. You are afraid of your own sensations. Females are more likely than males to be high in anxiety sensitivity—and they are more likely to worry.20

The second reason you avoid your emotions and rely on worry instead is that you have negative beliefs about your emotions in general. In our research we found that worriers believe that other people would not validate or understand how bad they felt.21

Worriers believe:

	I can’t accept my feelings.


	No one understands how I feel.


	My emotions don’t make sense.


	I feel ashamed of the way I feel.


	If I have a strong emotion, it will go out of control.


	My strong feelings will last a long time.


	I have to be absolutely sure about the way I feel—I can’t stand having mixed feelings.




So you rely on your worry to suppress any emotions that are unpleasant.

Third, you are afraid your worry is going to spin out of control and overwhelm you emotionally. When you are worrying you might also think, “This worrying is going to drive me nuts. I’ve got to stop this right now.” So you try to keep from getting too emotional—you look for solutions, you anticipate problems, you avoid situations that are uncomfortable. Because you believe your worry is spinning out of control, you start paying more and more attention to your worries, which makes you even more frightened that you are losing control of your thoughts. You begin to watch your thoughts—what we call “thought monitoring”—to see if you are worrying. This makes you worry more.

Since you cannot control your thoughts and feelings all the time, you might worry about your lack of control. You then worry about how you can get more control—making you feel even less in control.



10. Worry motivates you. You think that your worry will motivate you to get things done. One of the most common explanations for worry among college students is that worry will motivate them to work hard: “I need to worry to get myself to study.” People worry about exams, and they think this will get them to study. You worry about relationships, and you think this will make you work harder at a relationship. You worry about your health and appearance, and you think it will make you go to the doctor, work out, and diet.



Some people say, “If I didn’t worry, I’d get lazy” or “I wouldn’t get anything done.” Now, it is true that a certain amount of anxiety and discomfort can be motivating. Why bother studying for an exam or working on a project that is unpleasant? You think, “Maybe worrying a little can help motivate me. Will worrying a lot more really fire me up and get me to do things?”

There are two very different strategies that people use. One strategy is called “defensive pessimism.” People who are defensive pessimists are concerned about their performance, and as a result, they worry that they won’t be motivated to work hard enough—they don’t want to let their guard down.22 Defensive pessimists will lower their expectations for themselves; they tell people they are worried that they are not prepared enough. However, these defensive pessimists actually do work harder, and in the long run they do well. When defensive pessimists are prevented (through distraction) from worrying, they actually do worse on the test.

In contrast to defensive pessimists, in depressed and overly anxious people worry leads to difficulty concentrating, avoidance, procrastination, and difficulty recalling information. Intense anxiety often impairs performance, leading to intrusive thoughts, doubts, and feelings of panic.23 If you are a worrier and you are not a defensive pessimist, your worry probably interferes with your performance on tests and adds to your conflicts in relationships.

Summing Up

You believe that worry will protect you, prepare you, and keep you safe in a world that you see as dangerous and unpredictable. You think worry will motivate you to solve your problems and allow you to collect all the information you need to make sure everything turns out your way. You believe that you are being responsible when you worry, because you are taking things seriously. You believe you will avoid regret and mistakes, and keep from sliding down a slippery slope. You will keep your emotions in check, live abstractly in your head, and postpone dealing with the emotions that bother you.

But is it really working?

You may be collecting the wrong information, focusing on the wrong things, and assuming that everything is dangerous before you test the waters. In fact, you may worry so much that you will not test the waters. Rather than being motivated, you are stuck in your tracks, procrastinating on the important things.

In fact, your worry may be a “solution” that is really a problem. Rather than making the world more certain, it only makes you more uncertain about the world. Rather than helping you cope with your emotions, worry makes you afraid and confused about your emotions. Rather than solving your problems, worry generates more problems to solve.

Of course, you have been trying to cope with your worry for years. You have gotten all the best advice you could, and none of it has worked. Let’s turn now to why this bad advice not only does not work but actually adds to your worry.
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