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Introduction
Many personal decisions are made and problems solved through discussions with 
friends or family, a College Tutor or Director of Studies, a Nurse, Chaplain, colleague, 
line manager or a GP. However, at times it is right to seek help away from one’s 
familiar daily environment. The University Counselling Service exists to meet such a 
need. Seeking counselling is about making a positive choice to get help by talking 
confidentially with a professionally trained listener who has no other role in your life.

Who are the Counsellors?
The Service is staffed by a team of trained and accredited counsellors and therapists. 
The counsellors are all experienced in helping people from many different backgrounds 
and cultures, and with a wide range of personal and work issues.

Some of the counsellors who work in the Service are Associates, in the late stages of 
their counselling training. Their work is carefully supervised within the Service. Please 
let us know if you would prefer not to be seen by an Associate.
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Contact us

University Counselling Service 
Student Services Centre 
Bene’t Street 
Cambridge
CB2 3PT 

Opening times

Mondays:  9:00 - 5:30
Tuesdays:  9:00 - 7:30
Wednesdays:  9:00 - 5:30
Thursdays:  9:00 - 7:30
Fridays:  9:00 - 5:00

Tel:   01223 332865
Fax:  01223 760990
Email:  counsellingreception@admin.cam.ac.uk
Web:  www.counselling.cam.ac.uk
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Worry - a CBT approach

Is my worry excessive?

Worry is a normal aspect of everyday 
living.  It can help motivate us to act 
on or problem-solve an issue.  It can 
overcome procrastination by helping 
us to prioritise.  However, worry can 
become a problem if there is a pattern 
whereby one worry, when dealt with, 
is quickly replaced by another, and 
if this is experienced as regularly 
causing excessive levels of anxiety or 
stress.  It may feel like a ‘whirlwind’ of 
worry.

Excessive worry can create 
considerable distress, can consume 
our thinking and lead us to avoid 
dealing with the thing that is 
concerning us. 

This leaflet briefly describes one 
model of addressing worry and 
suggests some simple strategies that 
can be useful in combating it. 

A CBT model of worry

A cognitive behavioural 
understanding of worry emphasises 
the vicious cycles that worriers can 
find themselves trapped in.  That is, 
the ways in which worriers respond 
to worry thoughts and how this can 
create and maintain further worry.  

So, the worry itself is not seen as the 
issue, but the responses to worry are 
seen as the real problem.

This model then suggests that the 
key is not to try to remove the worry 
itself but to learn to worry more 
effectively and reduce the time spent 
in unproductive worry.  Although 
this is challenging, acceptance of a 
level of uncertainty and discomfort 
is crucial as is deciding on positive 
action rather than circular thinking or 
avoidance behaviours.

Some strategies

The following strategies are not 
intended to each work alone but 
when put together can initiate the 
recovery process.

Distinguish productive from 
unproductive worry

Consider for a moment whether you 
would label the following worries as 
productive or unproductive: 

(a) I’ve just started my degree 
course, and am worrying 
about the end result, which is 
making it hard to engage with 
and enjoy work.
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(b) I’ve been to the bank and there 
is less money in there than I 
expected. 

Although there is always room for 
some ambiguity you will most likely 
have labelled (a) as unproductive and 
(b) as productive.  This can be a useful 
benchmark for deciding whether a 
particular worry would be helped by 
further thought and problem solving.  
It may be helpful to set aside ‘worry 
time’ to give yourself space to look 
at what is on your mind, and to then 
go through the process of discerning 
whether a worry is something that 
needs more thought and problem 
solving, and if so when and how, or 
whether it is a future-based worry 
that is out of your control at this point 
in time.

Stay with the negative emotion

It is natural to want to avoid feeling 
bad.  However we can become so 
stuck in pre-empting and avoiding 
even the smallest of negative feelings 
that we don’t face up to things that 
we otherwise would.

The chain reaction of physiological 
changes that happen in our bodies 
when we get anxious (sometimes 
called ‘fight or flight’ response) is 
useful to us in emergency situations.  
We think and react more quickly as 
a result of this response.  However 

sometimes our fight or flight response 
can become over responsive, and 
affect us in situations where it is not 
helpful or necessary.  If we can allow 
ourselves to experience and feel what 
we are feeling, and remind ourselves 
that although it is unpleasant it is 
not dangerous, then the feelings will 
generally become less intense and 
pass more easily. 

If we adopt this mind-set and 
approach to anxiety then we can 
become more able to enter into 
situations which we find anxiety 
provoking.  Exposure to situations 
which are slightly out of our comfort 
zone then means that we are creating 
the opportunity to become used 
to those situations, and discover 
that we are more able to cope 
than we predicted.  Overcoming 
avoidance can open up the possibility 
of experiences that can be life 
enhancing  that we would have 
missed out on otherwise. 

Challenge cognitive distortions

A negative automatic thought is 
a thought that seems to just pop 
into your head, and may be very 
familiar, and generally generates a 
negative emotional response.  We 
usually experience these when we 
notice a mood shift but as they seem 
automatic we may not consciously 
register them.  Typical examples 
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of negative automatic thoughts in 
worriers might be:

Black and white thinking
What if I can’t do it? 

Labelling 
What if they see I’m an idiot? 

Catastrophising
If I fail this one thing, then it’s all 
utterly ruined and I’ll never get a 
decent job.

Mind-reading 
What if they think that I don’t like 
them?  

If you can learn to catch the negative 
automatic thought in the moment 
it comes to you, and recognise the 
distortion in the thought, then you 
have already begun to question it and 
accept only what is valid in it.  The 
next step is then to generate a more 
balanced thought that looks at the 
whole picture.

Overcome avoidance

Avoidance is an unhelpful response to 
worry because it stops us discovering 
that we could cope.  Avoidance takes 
many forms.  It can be more obvious 
avoidance such as putting off a 
piece of work or avoiding going to a 
party, or it can be more subtle such 
as avoiding eye contact or seeking 
reassurance (avoiding trusting or 

relying on our own opinion).

All avoidance serves to undermine 
our confidence.  It may be helpful to 
set a hierarchy of easiest to hardest 
avoidances to face up to, and 
gradually attempt to do the easiest 
until it becomes significantly less 
anxiety provoking, before moving on 
to a harder one.

Other helpful behavioural strategies 
can be: to apply a written problem-
solving approach to worries that 
seem productive, or to use a decision-
making tool (list advantages and 
disadvantages but give each a rating 
of 0-10 for importance and score the 
total for each option).

Be aware of your worry rules

Finally, it can be important to start 
to notice themes in your worries.  
These might point you to underlying 
assumptions/rules you have that 
provoke you to worry.  For example a 
rigid assumption:

• “I need to worry to show that I 
care.”

• “I must worry in order to be 
prepared for disappointment.”

• “Unless I worry I won’t deal with 
problems, or stay focused on 
things that I need to do.”
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If you can spot a rule then you can 
question it.  You can ask yourself, for 
example, whether this is the best way 
to show that you care, whether worry 
does in practice prepare you for or 
soften the blow of disappointment, 
and whether problem-solving isn’t 
easier and more effective when worry 
is contained.

Where to seek more help

If you get stuck or find it impossible 
to know where to start with these 
suggestions, maybe you can talk 
it through with a friend or family 
member, or someone else you trust.  
You are also welcome to talk this over 
with one of our counsellors.

You’ll find information on a range of 
resources to help address worry, as 
well as other issues, on the University 
Counselling Service website: www.
counselling.cam.ac.uk/selfhelp
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Available Self Help Leaflets 2019 

Anger Management
Anxiety and Panic
Asserting Yourself
Bereavement
Concentration - a CBT guide
Coping with Exams
Depression
Eating Disorders
Effective Communication and Managing Conflict
General Infomation for Students
General Information for Tutors
Homesickness
How to be Mindful
Insomnia
Intermitting
Loneliness
Managing Alcohol Consumption
Parental Separation and Divorce
Perfectionism - a CBT approach
Phobias - a CBT approach
Post-Traumatic Stress
Procrastination
Self-Esteem
Self-Harm
Sexual Assault and Harassment Advisor
Sexual Assault and Rape
Simple Relaxation
Transition to University
What Is Mindfulness
Worry - a CBT Approach
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