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Keeping a Worry-Outcome Diary 

Background 

Keeping a worry-outcome diary is a useful way of counteracting worrisome 

thinking. It was developed by Tom Borkovec, one of the leading researchers 

into worry and its effects. It is easy to use, and is also effective. 

When people are worried they become especially good at noticing perceived 

threats, risks and dangers. They believe and feel that bad things are more 

likely to happen. They make more negative predictions, assuming, or 

predicting, that when something bad happens, the outcome will be worse. 

When this becomes a habit it switches on automatically, and gets increasingly 

out of touch with reality. 

Here is an example: Janet’s husband was an hour late coming home and she 

was worried. She asked herself “whatever could have happened to him?” and 

a host of dreadful possibilities came to mind. She thought “he must have had 

an accident”, and started wondering whether to ring the police. Before long 

she was sure he must be in hospital.  

Worrying brings doubts and uncertainties with it, and these increase the 

worry, which adds to the uncertainty, leading to a vicious cycle of increasing 

worry. Worrying creates distress. It also quickly loses touch with reality. 

Keeping a Worry-Outcome Diary is a way of re-setting habits of thought, so as 

to keep them in touch with what is more likely to happen.  

 



Butler, Grey & Hope: Manage Your Mind, 3e 

Additional Material for Chapter 23 

2 

© Oxford University Press, 2018. All rights reserved. 

How to keep a Worry-Outcome Diary 

You can do this any way you wish: for example using a notebook, your phone, 

or a computer. There is no right way, and no need to devise a special form for 

it, unless that is something you like to do. There are only 3 steps. 

1. Write down, as soon as possible, what you are worrying about.  

2. Write down the outcome that you fear will happen. Define your 

negative prediction – or predictions. 

3. Make a note of what actually happens. 

Do steps 1 and 2 at the same time. Step 3 can only be completed ‘after the 

event’. 

How it works 

Research shows that a very large proportion of the negative predictions made 

by worriers, 85% overall, never actually happen. The diary is a way of 

reminding yourself that negativity gets out of proportion, and out of touch with 

reality when you are worrying. 

The remaining 15% of the predictions prove to be correct. However, people 

usually cope far better than they thought they would when the thing that they 

feared actually happens (you fail the driving test, or exam; or your boss is 

angry with you because the report is late). So when the bad thing that you 

feared actually happens, think about how you handled it. Have you survived 

OK? Have you learned that it was not nearly as bad as you feared? How did 

you cope? 

Only very occasionally does the negative prediction come true and you cope 

with it worse than you had expected. Of course this is distressing when it 

happens, and it may be a time to seek help or advice from others – or a time 
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to build up your self-esteem and self-confidence. It is not, however, likely that 

worrying would have helped you cope with it better.  

Can the worry-outcome diary be used with all kinds of 

worries? 

The worry-outcome diary is useful for dealing with specific worries (such as 

having upset someone, the risk of getting lost, not being able to get everything 

done in time, your headaches, or not being able to get to sleep). It is not so 

useful for dealing with more general worries like those about the damage we 

might be doing to the environment, or the horrible things that could happen to 

you or to those you love in the far distant future.  

Keeping a record  

A Worry-Outcome diary form is provided here – or you can invent your own 

version if you wish. This includes a column for recording how well you coped 

with the outcomes. You could ignore this column when the outcome was 

better than you expected, but should fill it in on (rare) occasions when it was 

worse. 
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Worry-outcome diary form 

Write down what you are worried about. When an outcome relevant to that worry does occur (an hour, a day or even weeks later), 

then rate both the outcome and how well you coped with that outcome. 

1=much better than I feared; 2=better than I feared; 3=as bad as I feared; 4 worse than I feared; 5=much worse than I feared 

Date Worry topic (word or phrase) Feared outcome Actual outcome  

(rate 1-5) 

How well I coped with 
that outcome  

(rate 1-5) 

     

     

     

     

     

 


