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When Worry Becomes a Way of Caring
Preparation, protection, and living with what we cannot know

Brian Kennedy, MA, LMFT

You have checked the message. You know what it says. Still, you open it again. Perhaps there is something
in the wording you missed, something that will tell you whether the relationship is all right, whether the
meeting will go badly, or whether you have made a mistake. For a moment, checking seems useful. Then
the question returns.

Sometimes worry waits until the day is over. You have answered the last email, put away the dishes, and
finally sat down. Your mind begins another shift. Tomorrow's conversation. The person you might have
disappointed. Someone you love whose life you cannot arrange. Rest is available, but something in you is
reluctant to accept it.

You may know that another round of thinking will not help. You may even be irritated with yourself for
doing it. Yet stopping can feel less like resting than abandoning a responsibility. If I am not thinking about
what could happen, who is looking after it?

There is often something tender in that question. There may also be fear, shame, or a determination never
again to be caught unprepared. Before asking worry to loosen its hold, it helps to understand what putting
it down would mean.

The responsibility that never quite ends
Care asks things of us. A child needs an appointment. A parent needs help. Money has to last until the next
paycheck. A difficult conversation deserves thought. We make plans because people and commitments
matter, and because some consequences can be prevented.

But there are moments when preparation begins asking for something it cannot provide. You have the
available information, yet you need to know that the decision will never become a regret. You have made a
reasonable plan, yet you need to feel certain that nobody will be hurt. An unanswered question becomes a
task that seems irresponsible to leave unfinished.

The trouble is partly that there may be no moment when the task declares itself complete. Another
possibility can always be imagined. The person who has already considered more than most people may
feel least entitled to stop, because considering so much has made them aware of everything they still
cannot rule out.

Research on intolerance of uncertainty, including work by Michel Dugas and colleagues, examines how
difficulty bearing an unknown outcome can become central to persistent worry.[1] We can borrow a
question from that work without turning ourselves into a diagnosis: am I still gathering information that
could change my decision, or am I asking information to remove the uncertainty of deciding?
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Sometimes there is more to find out. Sometimes the figures do not work, the agreement is unclear, or the
person we depend upon has been unreliable. A useful conversation begins by looking at those facts. It
would be unkind to explain someone's financial anxiety as an old emotional pattern while overlooking that
they cannot pay the rent.

When being ready became a way to feel less alone
For some people, anticipation has a long history. They learned to recognize a change in the household
before anyone spoke about it. They remembered what might provoke criticism, arrived with an
explanation, or made themselves useful when another person's feelings threatened to fill the room.

Perhaps there was nobody who could reliably help them understand what was happening. Perhaps adults
were loving in some ways but overwhelmed in others. The child became watchful, careful, or unusually
responsible. Being prepared offered some influence in circumstances where they had very little power.

Bowlby's attachment perspective invites us to consider how experiences of availability and care shape
what we expect when we are distressed.[2] One possible expectation is that need will meet company.
Another is that we must get ahead of the difficulty ourselves. These expectations can coexist; the same
person may trust help with a practical problem and feel alone with fear.

A child does not have to formulate a rule such as “I must anticipate everything.” Repetition can make a
way of responding familiar long before there are words for it. Later, uncertainty may bring an urgency that
seems larger than the immediate decision. Being told that things will probably work out does little to
address the fear of being left to manage them if they do not.

This is one possible history, not a history to assign. Worry also develops amid present demands,
temperament, illness, loss, and circumstances that really are unpredictable. The question is whether an
account helps you understand your experience, including the parts of your life it does not explain.

Why reassurance may not reach the frightened place
Someone says, “You have thought this through.” You believe them, briefly. Then you think of the
exception they may have missed. You ask again, perhaps with a slightly different question. The other
person grows puzzled: they have already answered. You feel embarrassed: you know they have.

It may appear that you need a more convincing answer. Sometimes you need to feel that the concern itself
has been understood. There is a difference between hearing that a feared outcome is unlikely and
discovering that someone can remain interested when you are frightened. One addresses a prediction. The
other changes the experience of facing it.

There may be shame here, too. You do not want to be the person who needs so much. You may be
accustomed to providing the reassurance, explaining the problem, or being sensible. Now you are
struggling, and being told that you are capable can leave you feeling that you ought to be able to manage
alone.
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Support can make a difference without giving certainty. A friend might help you separate what is known
from what is imagined, sit beside you while you make a necessary call, or acknowledge that waiting is
difficult. You may still be worried afterward, but less alone and more able to choose what happens next.

Research by James Coan and colleagues offers a small, concrete illustration of how relationship can affect
an encounter with threat: in a laboratory study of sixteen married women, holding a spouse's hand was
associated with reduced threat-related brain responses, with differences related to marital quality.[3] This
is not a prescription for touch. It reminds us to ask about the person and the relationship, rather than
treating support as a technique that works regardless of who provides it.

What worry helps us avoid feeling
Worry is often distressing. It would make little sense to tell a person who has been anxious all evening that
they are avoiding emotion altogether. Yet the familiar distress of rehearsing a problem can feel more
bearable than a different experience: helplessness, disappointment, uncertainty, or the sudden shock of
something going wrong.

Michelle Newman and Sandra Llera's contrast-avoidance model considers this possibility. Their work
proposes that, for some people with generalized anxiety, worry sustains distress partly to reduce the sharp
emotional shift that an unexpected negative event might bring.[4] In ordinary language, a person may
prefer to remain braced rather than risk being caught at ease. The theory does not explain everyone's
worry, but it gives us a different question from “Why won't you relax?”

What would become difficult if you allowed yourself to stop preparing for a moment?

Perhaps you would notice how much you want the relationship to work. Perhaps you would feel angry
about being the person expected to think of everything. You might encounter sadness that you cannot
protect someone you love from every disappointment. Or you might simply be exhausted and need an
evening without another demand to examine yourself.

There is no need to force an answer. Even noticing that the question feels unwelcome can help us choose a
gentler approach. A person who has depended on vigilance may need something dependable to take its
place before loosening it seems possible.

Meeting the part that does not trust stopping
You may have one wish to put the concern down and another insistence that doing so would be careless.
Alongside them may be irritation at yourself for worrying, shame about needing help, or contempt for what
you see as weakness. Trying to be compassionate can become difficult when compassion itself feels like
letting yourself off the hook.

Parts-oriented approaches, including IFS, offer one way to make room for these competing concerns.[5]
You need not imagine separate inner characters. It may be enough to recognize that the wish for rest and
the wish for protection both belong to your experience.
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Rather than beginning with an instruction to stop, you can ask what a more careful response would need to
include. Have you overlooked a genuine responsibility? Are you afraid that easing up will lead to neglect?
Does someone else's casual reassurance miss how much is at stake for you?

The response matters more than the elegance of the question. If you become more ashamed, tense, or
withdrawn, another layer of interpretation may be the wrong next step. You may need company, practical
assistance, or permission to leave the inquiry for another time. Listening includes noticing when our
proposed help is becoming another pressure.

You might also notice bodily experience: a held breath, restless movement, a heaviness, or an impulse to
reach for the phone. Damasio and Carvalho's account of feeling takes bodily states seriously within
emotional life.[6] A sensation gives us something to attend to; it does not tell us, by itself, what caused it.
Its meaning emerges through the larger encounter, including what you say fits and what does not.

The sadness beneath having to be ready
Sometimes, when we stop arguing with worry, sadness becomes available. We begin to recognize how
much effort has gone into trying to feel secure. We may grieve years of being vigilant, or a younger self
who needed someone to take the fear seriously without making it larger.

A little tenderness can appear where there had mostly been impatience. The carefulness begins to look less
foolish. It was an attempt to do something about feeling vulnerable. Understanding that does not make
every precaution necessary now, but it may change the way we approach the person taking them.

This movement can be quiet and unfinished. You may feel understood and still be reluctant to stop
checking. You may appreciate support while doubting that it will last. A helpful experience does not oblige
the frightened part of your life to trust immediately.

AEDP's attention to receiving and reflecting on change, described by Diana Fosha and Nathan Thoma, is
useful here.[7] When something helps, we can become curious about the help itself. Did you feel listened
to? Was it the practical assistance, the absence of criticism, or the freedom to disagree? What was different
from what you expected?

There is learning in a partial response. Perhaps you are no calmer, but no longer ashamed of asking.
Perhaps you can leave one question unanswered while keeping a necessary plan in place. Perhaps the
person helping you discovers that their advice was less useful than their willingness to stay.

When my worry begins arranging your life
Worry about someone we love can feel inseparable from love itself. We ask for updates, offer reminders,
imagine consequences, and become frustrated when the other person seems less concerned than we think
they should be.

Sometimes we are seeing a real problem. Sometimes our efforts to prevent distress begin limiting the other
person's room to decide. A partner may feel watched rather than cared for. An adult child may withhold
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information because every difficulty becomes an urgent project. The person worrying feels shut out and
worries more.

Our protective intention deserves recognition. So does its impact. Understanding why I need reassurance
does not settle how much reassurance you must provide. You remain a person with your own experience,
responsibilities and limits.

Bowen's account of differentiation offers a way to consider care alongside a position of our own.[8] We
can name a concern, offer help, and remain connected without assuming authority over every choice. We
can also hear information that changes our view. Differentiation is not an instruction to stop needing
people or to become indifferent to their lives.

The obligations of a parent caring for a young child differ from those of an adult worried about a partner's
decision. Shared finances, disability, health needs and actual agreements matter. The useful question is
specific: what is mine to do here, what belongs to the other person, and what genuinely requires a decision
together?

Someone offering support has a corresponding task. A limit can be spoken with care and followed by a
dependable return. Repeatedly dismissing a concern as “your anxiety” may conceal an unwillingness to
address conduct that affects both people. We need room for either person's account to change the
conversation.

Living without a guarantee
Some uncertainty can be reduced. Some remains because we are making a life among other people, in
bodies and circumstances we cannot completely control. There are choices whose value becomes clear
only after we have lived them for a while. There are losses no amount of foresight would have prevented.

This can be painful to acknowledge. We may have invested deeply in being the person who knows what to
do. Giving up the demand for a guarantee can feel, at first, like giving up care. It may ask us to discover
another form of care: taking the action available, staying responsive, and accepting that we may need help
if the outcome is difficult.

John Welwood's writing about integrating understanding into ordinary emotional and relational life offers
a useful counterweight to the wish to rise above vulnerability.[9] We need not become people who no
longer feel fear. We can become more able to recognize fear, ask what it needs, and keep participating in a
life whose next chapter is not yet settled.

There may be room for enjoyment while a question remains open. That enjoyment does not prove that you
have forgotten what matters. You can laugh during a difficult week, eat while awaiting news, or become
absorbed in a conversation without betraying someone who is suffering. Concern does not have to occupy
every moment to remain real.
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One concern, approached differently
Choose an ordinary concern that is manageable enough to examine. Begin with what is actually happening.
What do you know? What remains unknown? Is there a practical action that belongs to you, and what
information would make that action more useful?

Then notice what you expect continued thinking to accomplish. It may help you remember a task, avoid a
preventable mistake, or prepare a question. It may also be promising that you will never be surprised,
regretful, blamed, or alone. You can respect that wish while considering whether another hour of review
could fulfill it.

Choose a small variation. You might write down the next practical step and when you will return to it. You
might ask someone to help with the actual responsibility, rather than asking them to predict that everything
will be fine. Or you might try a brief, ordinary activity while an unanswered question remains in the
background. Keep necessary medical, caregiving, financial and safety checks in place; this is not a
challenge to abandon them.

Before trying, consider what you expect. Perhaps you imagine that guilt will become unbearable, that you
will forget something, or that the person you ask will be annoyed. Afterward, look at what happened.
Could you return to the concern when needed? Did the help fit? Did the worry change, remain, or reveal
another need?

Let the result correct the explanation. If the workload really is too large, better planning or shared labor
may matter more than practicing uncertainty. If the experiment felt overwhelming, make it smaller or seek
support. If receiving help made a difference, notice what made that encounter possible. You do not have to
repeat the exercise until you produce calm.

Persistent worry that is disrupting sleep, relationships or daily functioning deserves professional attention.
Educational reflection can accompany care; it need not become another task you must master before asking
for it.

Care that can return to the present
The person who worries may also be the person who remembers, prepares, notices and follows through.
We need not lose those capacities. We are looking for a little more freedom in how they are used, and a
little more company when they cannot secure the outcome.

Perhaps the question tonight is not whether you can convince yourself that nothing difficult will happen.
Perhaps it is whether you have done what can reasonably be done for now, know where to turn if more is
needed, and can give the rest of the evening a place in your life.

You may return to the worry. You may need to ask again for help. There is room to learn slowly. Caring
can include preparation, action, uncertainty, rest and receiving. It can include the recognition that you, too,
are someone whose life needs attention.
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About the pathway
This article accompanies Fear, Worry, and Living With Uncertainty. The pathway offers five modules
for noticing alarm, exploring worry, distinguishing useful preparation, receiving support and carrying
learning into ordinary life. Its optional practices invite observation, explanation, experiment and revision;
they are educational, not a substitute for individualized treatment. The ordinary situations in this article are
illustrative and do not reproduce identifiable client sessions.
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These works contribute research, clinical theory and philosophical perspectives. They do not establish the
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