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SELF-HELP STRATEGIES FOR GAD 
 

 
STEP 1: Learning about anxiety and GAD 
 

No matter what type of anxiety problem you are struggling with, it is important that you 
understand certain facts about anxiety. 

 
FACT 1: Anxiety is a normal and adaptive system in the body that tells us when we 
are in danger. This means that dealing with your anxiety NEVER involves eliminating 
it, but rather managing it. 
 
FACT 2: Anxiety can become a problem when our body tells us that there is danger 
when there is no real danger. That is, when we think or perceive that we are in 
danger (even when we aren’t), our body reacts as if it really is in danger. 
 

As an important first step, you can start by understanding                                                       
that all of these worries and uncomfortable physical                                                              
feelings in your body have a name: ANXIETY.  Once you                                                       
can identify and name the problem, you can begin dealing                                                 
with it. 
 
The next important step is to understand your GAD. Like all other anxiety disorders, 
adults with GAD get anxious when they are faced with a trigger for their worries. But 
what is the trigger in GAD? 
 
Adults with GAD get anxious whenever there is uncertainty in a situation or if they are 
not 100% sure about something. 
 

 
This is why, if you have GAD, you worry about almost anything: 
almost everything in life is uncertain, so there is always something to 
worry about! 
 

 

STEP 2: Identifying and recognizing your worry 
 

 If GAD is the problem that you are struggling with, then you are someone who 
worries excessively. It is this worry that leads you to feel anxious. This means that 
one of the best ways to manage your anxiety is to learn how to manage your 
worry. 

To learn more details 
about anxiety, see 
What Is Anxiety? 

 

http://www.anxietybc.com/sites/default/files/What_is_Anxiety.pdf
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 To manage worry, you first need to become an expert at recognizing it. You 
probably think that you are already a “worry expert” since you do it everyday. 
However, when most adults are asked what they worried about during the week, 
they either can’t remember or they can only recall one or two “greatest hits” (most 
common worries), and forget about the rest. 

 

 The best way to start noticing and recognizing your worries is to begin recording 
them in a worry diary. Write down what you are worrying about at set times 2-3 
times a day, along with the trigger for your worry and your anxiety level. 

 
STEP 3: Classifying your worries 
 

There are two general types of worries: 
 

1. Worries about current problems (for example, “what if I don’t have enough 
money to pay the bills?”, “what if I don’t finish my report on time?”, “what if my 
argument with my friend means we never speak again?”) 

 
2. Worries about hypothetical situations (for example, “what if the flight I’m taking 

next month crashes?”; “what if I get a serious disease when I’m older?”) 
 

One of the main differences between these two types of worries is the amount of 
control you have over the situation: 
 
o With worries about current problems, you have some direct control over the 

situation. For example, you can manage your finances, work on your report-
writing, or resolve an argument with a friend.  

 
o With worries about hypothetical situations, you have almost no control, so there is 

very little, if anything, that you can do to change the situation. For example, 
unless you are the pilot, you have no control over how a flight will go, and you 
cannot control (beyond basic good health, exercise, and nutrition) whether you 
will contract a serious disease years from now. 

 
Since these worry types are different, you need to manage them differently. A good way 
to keep track of which type of worries you have is to classify your worries in the worry 
diary as being either about current problems or hypothetical situations. 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 
REMEMBER: Many people with GAD are afraid that 
recording and classifying their worries will make their GAD 
symptoms worse. This is not true. You are simply becoming 
an expert at catching and recognizing your worries. They 
are already there, you are merely observing them with 
greater attention. This is important if you want to be able to 
manage your worries. 

http://www.anxietybc.com/sites/default/files/WorryDiary.pdf
http://www.anxietybc.com/sites/default/files/WorryDiary.pdf
http://www.anxietybc.com/sites/default/files/WorryDiary.pdf
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STEP 4: Building your Worry Management Toolbox 
 

The best way to begin managing your worry and anxiety is to start building a toolbox of 
strategies that you can use instead of worrying. The following is a list of tools that you 
can use to manage GAD. 
 
Although the feeling of anxiety in GAD is due to your worries, it can be uncomfortable to 
experience anxiety in the body. Therefore, these first two techniques are designed to 
help you to get a feeling of control over the anxiety in your body, and “turn the volume 
down” on those anxious feelings. 
 

 
TOOL #1: Learning to calm anxiety by slowing down your breathing  
 

Calm breathing involves slowing down your breathing by breathing in deeply 
through your nose, and exhaling slowly through your mouth. It is a quick and easy way 
to reduce some of the physical feelings of anxiety in the body. 
 
For more information, see How to do Calm Breathing 
 
 

 
TOOL #2: Learning how to calm your anxiety by relaxing the muscles 
in your body 

 
Another helpful strategy involves learning to relax your body.  This involves tensing 
various muscles and then relaxing them. This strategy can help to lower your overall 
tension and stress levels that can contribute to feelings of anxiety.  
 
For more information, see How to do Progressive Muscle Relaxation 
 
 

 
TOOL #3: Learning to become comfortable with uncertainty  
 

 Research shows us that a major trigger for GAD worry is uncertainty. 
That is, whenever you are not 100% sure of something, you are likely to worry 
about it. For example, if you aren’t sure of a decision (even a small one, like 
picking a movie to watch), you are probably going to worry about it. The problem 
is that almost everything in life is uncertain because no one can predict the future.  

 

 If the trigger is uncertainty, then the best way to deal with it is to learn to become 
more comfortable with it. The other option – trying to have 100% certainty – is 
what you are trying to accomplish when you worry. But you already know that this 
tactic is not very successful. If it were, you wouldn’t have a problem with worry! 

 

http://www.anxietybc.com/sites/default/files/CalmBreathing.pdf
http://www.anxietybc.com/sites/default/files/MuscleRelaxation.pdf
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 So how do you become comfortable with uncertainty? The best way to do this is 
by changing your behaviour to act “as if” you are comfortable with it. Examples of 
this strategy might be:  

 
o Not re-reading e-mails before sending them 

o Going to the grocery store without a list 

o Going to a new restaurant without reading a                     

review 

o Completing a task at work without asking                                                           

someone else to look it over and give their opinion on it 

o Delegating a task to someone else (and then not checking whether it was 

done correctly) 

 
For more information on how to increase your comfort with uncertainty, see How to 
Tolerate Uncertainty. 

 
 
TOOL #4: Rethinking the usefulness of worry 
 

If you have GAD, you probably realize that you are worrying too much, and that 
this is not a good thing. However, what most people with GAD don’t realize is that they 
also often believe that worry is actually useful or helpful. 
 

 
As long as you think that worrying is helpful or useful in some way, 
you are going to want to keep doing it.  
 
 

 
In order to help you manage your worry, it is important to recognize and rethink any 
beliefs you might have about the usefulness of your worry. After all, your worries might 
not be as helpful as you think. 
 
 
What are the positive beliefs that people with GAD have about worry? 
 
1. Worrying shows that I am a caring person.  
 
If you believe this, you might think, “because I worry about my family, it proves that I 
love and care about them”, or “people know me as the worrier; I’m the one who worries 
and cares for people”. 
 
 

TIP: You will probably 
feel anxious when you 
try these exercises. 
That is a sign that you 
are on the right track! 

http://www.anxietybc.com/sites/default/files/ToleratingUncertainty.pdf
http://www.anxietybc.com/sites/default/files/ToleratingUncertainty.pdf
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2. Worrying helps me to be prepared and to problem solve. 
 
Examples of this belief include: “I do well at my job because I worry about things getting 
done right!”, and “when I worry about my problems, I am more likely to solve them well”. 
 
3. Worrying motivates me. 
 
If you believe this, then you might say to yourself, “worrying about my job motivates me 
to do well”, or “if I didn’t worry about my health, I would never go to the gym or eat right!” 
 
4. Worrying protects me from negative emotions. 
 
If you believe this, then you probably think that worrying about bad things is like “money 
in the bank”; that is, if you worry about bad things now, you won’t be so upset if the bad 
thing actually happens. An example of this type of belief is, “If something bad happened 
to my family and I didn’t worry about it, it would come as a surprise, and I wouldn’t be 
able to handle it”. 
 
5. Worrying prevents bad things from happening. 
 
If you have this belief, you might think, “I always do well at my job because I worry about 
it; if I stopped worrying for a day, I would do very badly at my job”, or “if I worry about my 
family being in a car accident, then they won’t be in one”. 
 
 
How can you rethink your worries? 
 

 Trying to change your beliefs about the usefulness of worry is not as simple as 
saying “worry is bad”. In order for you to change your beliefs, you need to look at 
your beliefs and think about whether your worries are doing what you think 
they are doing. 

 

 Here are some questions that you can ask yourself about the worries that you 
think are helpful: 
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Worry Beliefs Questions to Help you Rethink Your Beliefs 

Worry shows that I 
am a caring person 

 

 Do I know caring people who don’t worry as much as I do? 

 What else besides worry shows that I care?  
 

Worry helps me to 
be prepared 

 

 Am I confusing worrying (in my head) with actually doing 
something (for example, actually solving problems rather 
than worrying about them)? 

 Do I know people who are organized and prepared who 
don’t worry as much as I do? 

 

Worry motivates me 

 

 Am I really more motivated when I worry? 

 Has worrying ever actually prevented me from doing the 
things I want to do? (for example, worrying so much about 
being healthy that you actually avoid the gym?) 

 

Worry protects me 
from negative 
emotions 

 

 If something bad did happen, would I really not be as 
upset? 

 Has anything bad ever happened in my life? Did I really feel 
more prepared to deal with it because I worried about it? 

 

Worry prevents 
negative outcomes 

 

 Has anything bad ever happened in my life even though I 
worried about it? 

 Is there a way that I can test out my theory, by worrying one 
day and seeing what happens, and then not worrying 
another day? 

 

 
Another way that you can rethink the usefulness of your worries is to ask yourself how 
much you have lost because of worrying. For example: 
 

 Has worry affected my friendships or relationships with others? Are people 
annoyed with me for worrying? 

 

 How much time, effort, and energy have I spent worrying? Is it worth it?  
 

 How has worry affected me physically? Am I tense all the time, often tired, or do I 
have trouble sleeping because of my worries? 
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If you find that your worries are not so helpful, that they are not doing what you think 
they are, and that they have cost you a lot in your life, then you can choose to learn new 
skills to manage your worry. 
 
If you still believe that your worries can be helpful from time to time, ask yourself 
the following question: is it possible to gain the benefits I get from worrying in a way 
other than through worry? For example, can I be a caring person and not worry? Can I 
be organized, prepared, and motivated without worrying all the time? If you think that it 
is possible to get the benefits without the worry, then you too can choose to learn new 
skills to manage your worry. 
 

 
TOOL #5: Improving your problem-solving ability 
 

Remember when you started classifying your worries as being about current 
problems or hypothetical situations? One of the reasons you did this was because we 
manage these two worry types differently. 
 
The best way to deal with worries about current problems is to use problem-solving 
skills and solve the problem! 
 
Many people with GAD think that they are problem solving when they are worrying; in 
fact, the opposite is usually true. That is, when you worry, you are going over a problem 
in your head…but problem solving is active! It involves getting out of your head and 
carrying out a solution. Often, when people with GAD worry about a problem they will 
get so anxious about the problem that they avoid actually solving it, or they 
procrastinate. 
 
Learning ways to improve your problem-solving ability will help you in two ways: 

 
1. You can start solving your problems, rather than worrying about them. This 

will likely make you feel less anxious, and for every problem you solve, you 
have one less thing to worry about. 

 
2. Because finding a solution to real-life problems almost always involves some 

uncertainty, you will also be learning to become more comfortable with 
uncertainty each time you use your problem-solving skills. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
For information on how to deal with worries about 
current problems by using problem-solving skills, 

see How to Solve Daily Life Problems 

http://www.anxietybc.com/sites/default/files/ProblemSolving.pdf
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TOOL #6: Writing a worry script 
 

Unlike worries about current problems, using problem-solving skills is usually 
not very effective in dealing with worries about hypothetical situations. For example, no 
amount of problem solving will help you to deal with worries about developing a serious 
illness later on in life.  
 
For these types of worries, the best technique is to write a worry script every day for a 
week or two. 
 
What is a worry script? 
 
A worry script is like a journal entry, where you write about your worry, and what you are 
afraid will happen. For example, if you are afraid of developing a serious illness, you 
might write in your worry script about how afraid you are of becoming sick, what you fear 
might happen, such as being in a hospital, being forgotten or abandoned by family, and 
missing out on all the great opportunities in life. 
 
What will a worry script do? 
 
Writing a worry script will help you to experience the negative emotions associated with 
your fears and worries, rather than avoid them. Although this will feel uncomfortable at 
first, research shows us that when you face your fears in this way, your anxiety and 
worries will go down over time. A worry script also helps you to imagine what your 
feared outcome would actually look like, rather than thinking about it in “fuzzy”, “blurry”, 
or imprecise ways. 

 
For more information, see How to Write a Worry Script. 

 
 
REMEMBER: The only way to get over anxiety is to go straight 
through it!  Most of these skills will probably make you feel more anxious 
when you first try them. Whenever we try something new or different, we 
usually feel anxious. This does not mean that you are doing something 

wrong. It means that you are starting to face your fears and get over them. 
 

 
STEP 5: Building on bravery 
 
Remember that any progress you make in managing your worry and anxiety is due to 
your own hard work. If you are noticing improvements, take the time to give yourself 
some credit: reward yourself! 
 
The best way to see your progress is to record all the work you do using your worry 
management skills. For example, write down the problems you solved, and record 

http://www.anxietybc.com/sites/default/files/WorryScript.pdf
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whether you are worrying less about that topic afterward. If you have been practicing 
becoming more tolerant of uncertainty, write down all of the exercises you did, and rate 
how anxious the exercise made you (on a scale from 0 to 100). If you practise regularly, 
you will notice these anxiety ratings go down, and what was once hard will start 
becoming easier.  
 
How do you maintain all the progress you made? 
 

PRACTISE, PRACTISE, PRACTISE!! 
 

The worry management skills presented here are designed to teach you new and more 
effective ways of dealing with your worry. If you practise them often, they can become 
new habits that are a part of your daily routine. 
 
Like an exercise program, it is important to “keep in shape” even when you are feeling 
better and have reached your goals. 
 
For more information on how to maintain your progress and how to cope with relapses in 
symptoms, see Learning about Relapse Prevention. 
 
 

http://www.anxietybc.com/sites/default/files/RelapsePrevention.pdf

