


Chapter 5

Don’t Worry, Problem Solve
_________________________________________

      Worrying is using your imagination to create   

    something you don’t want.

Before discussing the usefulness of problem solving, I’d 

like to provide my definition of worrying: Thinking useless 
thoughts that cause distress (tension, anxiety, fear, 
irritability, impatience, frustration) without being 
productive. They are not attempts to problem solve or 
plan. 

An example of a string of three worries is “I’m 
afraid I’m not going to meet that deadline. This is going to 
be so stressful. I hope I can get some sleep.” There is 
nothing in those statements that attempts to change 
things or make things better. These thoughts are useless 
and they cause distress, so they are worries. In some 



instances, you may not be aware of actually having 
specific negative thoughts, but you feel pressure in your 
chest, knots in your stomach, or some other form of 
physical stress. It’s almost as if your body is worrying 
without words.

Remember when Bobby McFerrin had the hit single 
“Don’t Worry, Be Happy”? Don’t we all wish it were that 
easy? While it’s certainly much more desirable to just “be 
happy” than to problem solve, it’s unrealistic. In this 
chapter, I explain why people worry, uncover how 
worrying can actually prevent problem solving, and give 
you tips on how to problem solve more effectively and 
thereby reduce worry. 

There are at least three reasons why people worry. 
One is superstition, or a false sense of control. Some 
examples of this include “I have worried all my life and 
nothing awful has happened” and “I’m afraid that if I 
don’t worry, something will take me by surprise and go 
badly.” Or it may just be a false sense of control; that is, 
you feel like worrying somehow gives you more control 
over your life. The irony is that worrying is more likely to 
keep you from having control, because worriers tend to 
be inflexible thinkers. When you are anxious you are less 
likely to look for solutions to your problems. Worried 
thoughts are useless thoughts. Only problem solving and 
planning, not worrying, will give you some control by 
being prepared. 

The second reason people worry is that it is less 
painful than recounting traumatic memories from their 
past. It is easier to worry about money, for instance, than 
to think about how your father beat you, your sister, and 
your mother. 
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The third reason, I believe, is the main reason 
people worry and likely the reason you worry. You are 
trying to increase the likelihood that good things will 
happen and decrease the likelihood that bad things will 
happen. While this is a healthy goal, you often worry 
instead of trying to solve your problem or maximize your 
outcomes. You intermittently reinforce your bad habit of 
worry by occasionally coming up with a helpful idea. In 
other words, you worry, worry, worry, worry, worry, worry, 
get a good idea, worry, worry, worry, worry, worry, worry, 
worry some more, and then you get another good idea, 
worry, worry, worry, and so on. In the midst of the bad 
habit of worrying, you intermittently get reinforced with a 
good idea here and there. Intermittent reinforcement 
creates the strongest patterns of behavior (including 
thinking habits) that are most resistant to change. In other 
words, it’s harder to break a habit that is occasionally 
rewarded than a habit that is always or usually rewarded. 
It’s like amateur golfers who continue to play despite their 
frustration because they occasionally get reinforced with 
a great shot. The good news is that you are more likely to 
come up with a solution if you focus on ways to solve the 
problem than if you worry and rely on intermittently 
coming up with good ideas. 

Another problem with worriers is that they often try 
to push the worried thoughts out of their minds because 
they know that the thoughts are useless. They often spend 
much of their energy trying to stop thinking about the 
topic that they are worried about instead of trying to 
come up with solutions. 

A better strategy is to skip the worrying and cut 
straight to looking for a solution. If you can’t find a 

47       Active Relaxation



solution, apply coping strategies such as acceptance 
that will help the situation to be more comfortable. It’s 
easier to let go of your worries when you know you’ve 
done all you can reasonably do to affect the outcome. 

At the beginning of this chapter I mentioned 
worries about a deadline. In this situation an example of 
problem solving is “I’m going to get it finished, even if it’s 
not great. Then I can go back and perfect it if I have 
time.” Another possible solution is “I can talk to my boss 
and tell him I know I can improve it if I can have an extra 
day or two.” These are just a couple of possible solutions 
to the problem. 

There are different methods of problem solving. 
One that combines problem solving with mindfulness is to 
observe your thoughts. Get a piece of paper and pen or 
pencil, or sit near a computer. Close your eyes and start 
to think about the problem at hand. After each thought 
label it as “productive” or “useless.” Make a record of the 
productive or helpful thoughts. Attempt to solve the 
problem, but also be accepting and be aware of when 
you have a worry or a useless thought. You can label 
these useless thoughts by saying “useless” aloud, writing 
down the useless thought, or just thinking the label 
“useless.” Your awareness of these thoughts and labeling 
them as “useless” can automatically cause these 
thoughts to decrease or even disappear. This leaves more 
room to allow the problem-solving thoughts to break 
through. Then you can begin to look for productive 
thoughts. For more on the mindful observation of thought 
see Chapter 8: Mindfullness 301 - Acceptance.

Another way to problem solve is to brainstorm all 
possible solutions without evaluating the utility of these 
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solutions until later. First make a list. For instance, if your 
landlord won’t fix the leaking ceiling despite four or five 
phone calls over the past couple of months,  your list 
might include:

1. refuse to pay rent until it’s fixed
2. write a letter to the landlord 
3. write a letter to the Better Business Bureau
4. write a letter to both
5. move out 
6. take photos of the leakage
7. document all I am doing
8. call daily until they fix it
9. slap the landlord
10. contact a lawyer
11. have a friend call the landlord and pretend she’s a 

lawyer
12. contact tenant’s rights for advice
13. e-mail friends for ideas 
14. e-mail friends to see if they have any friends who 

are landlords and ask them what to do
15. hire someone to fix it and deduct it from the 

rent
16. fix it myself and deduct it from the rent 
17. get an estimate and write the landlord that I am 

going to have it fixed and deduct it from the rent 
if it’s not fixed by a certain time.
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Obviously, some of these ideas are ridiculous and 
unethical. However, sometimes outrageous ideas trigger 
thoughts of good ideas. At the least they might help you 
to laugh. You can also get someone else to brainstorm a 
list as well, but if you do, have him or her do it separately 
because research shows that you will actually come up 
with more ideas if you work independently first. Then you 
may get ideas based on the ideas of others or combine 
some of your ideas with theirs. Worriers tend to have 
myopic thinking - that is, they usually see a limited scope 
of possibility - therefore this is a good exercise if you are a 
worrier.

Once your list is made, it may be easy to come to 
a decision about how to solve the problem. If it isn’t, you 
can use the process of elimination by crossing off the 
ideas you know aren’t good, like slap the landlord. Rate 
the remaining items on a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being 
an excellent idea and 1 being a bad idea. Choose the 
highest scoring idea, and if you aren’t certain consider 
discussing the feasibility and utility of the ones you like 
best with someone you respect. 

Another way to do problem solving is to actually 
devote a specific time to problem solve each day so that 
you are less likely to worry the rest of the day. For 
example, if you have a long commute to work you might 
designate one way of your commute to working on 
problem solving.  Then at all other times if you start to get 
distressed, you (a) remind yourself that you will work on it 
during your commute, and then (b) use other coping 
strategies such as focusing on your senses to help you to 
not worry about it at that time. In some instances, you 
might devote the travel time both to and from work to 
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problem solving. If you’re driving, you might consider 
using a recording device to provide a record of your 
ideas, or if you have a lot of stoplights on your drive you 
can use them as an opportunity to write out your ideas. 

If you don’t have a long commute to work or you 
are concerned that you won’t do effective problem 
solving at that time, set aside another time to problem 
solve. For instance it might be after dinner each night. 

Regardless of when and where you do this, make it 
a specific time or before or after a specific event and 
stick to it. It will not typically work if you just try to postpone 
it to an unspecified time. At first you may schedule a 
session daily, or even twice daily. The goal is to gradually 
decrease the frequency and length of your problem-
solving sessions. For instance, if your worry is centered 
around work, you may start by worrying on your way to 
work each day, then go to Monday, Wednesday, Friday, 
and then Monday and Thursday, and eventually down to 
zero. Then if a new problem arises that causes more 
worrying than usual, you can temporarily utilize this 
strategy again. 

One of my favorite coping tools is what I call the 
two-column technique. I invented this for an individual 
with severe insomnia who received only mild to moderate 
improvement in sleep with all of the other tools I provided. 
This turned out to be the magic key. Within just a few days 
she was sleeping better than she had in years. 

I shared this idea with a colleague who was 
working with several students at a university. He found a 
great deal of success utilizing the two-column technique 
with students who had difficulty concentrating on 
studying because their worries had interfered. This 
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technique can be used to help you sleep and it can also 
be used anytime that you think your worries may interfere 
with concentration, whether it be with studying, working, 
or being able to enjoy yourself. 

The technique is very simple. In the first column, 
write down what you are likely to worry about when you 
don’t want to be interrupted with worry. For instance, you 
want to go to sleep, but you are concerned that you will 
start to worry once you get into bed and turn off the light. 
Therefore in the first column you will write “What I think I 

might worry about . . .”: 

• before I’m able to fall asleep 
• while I’m working
• while I’m at home with my family after work
• while I’m out with my friends
• while I’m trying to study
• while I’m watching the movie
• while I’m reading 
• OR during any other activity in which you want to 
be productive, relaxed, or have fun. 

In the second column, write down what you want 
to do about it before this time period. The second column 
will have the title “What I’m going to do about it before 
I . . .”

• wind down for the evening
• start working
• leave work
• go out with friends
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• study 
• watch the movie
• read

There are three possibilities for what you can do 
about your worry (second column):

1. Do something before you do the thing in 
which worrying could interfere. 

2. Plan to do something sometime after the 
event in which you’re concerned worry might 
interfere. For the best results, make a record of 
what you plan to do and when you plan to do it. 

3. Do nothing.

The following three charts depict examples of the 
two-column technique:
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What might I 
worry about 
after work?

What am I going to do about 
it before I leave today?

The Stevens 
Account

Talk to my boss and if 
she’s already gone e-mail 
her re: my concerns.

Write a reminder to call 
Mr. Stevens after the 
morning meeting.



In the first example the first problem-solving idea 
was “something” while the second idea was a “plan to 
do something.” The second example with the rash on the 
dog is a type of planning that is postponing the worry and 
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What might I worry 
about before bed?

  What am I going to do   
  about it before bed?

The rash on 
Murphy’s back. 

 If it’s no better or looks  
 worse tomorrow I’ll call  
 the vet. 

 Money   I won’t spend any  
  money tonight.

 Saturday after breakfast,  
 I’ll work on a budget and  
 pay bills. (Write it on 
 your calendar.) 

What might I 
worry about while 
out with friends? 

  What do I want to do 
  before we go out?

The meeting with 
my boss tomorrow. 

  
  NOTHING! 



postponing a decision. It is, nonetheless, a plan to do 
something: check the dog the next day and call the vet if 
the rash isn’t better. 

In the last example, even though the decision was 
to do nothing, this individual has actually done 
something. The person considered the options and 
decided that the best course of action is no action. For 
example, he may have considered to prepare what he 
would say to his boss, but decided it wasn’t worth the 
time and energy. He 
may have considered 
postponing the 
meeting, but then 
realized that it wasn’t a 
good option because it 
would not please the 
boss and that it was 
better to get it out of 
the way. Just the fact 
that he has written out 
the worry and 
considered options, his 
choice to do nothing is 
likely to be helpful in decreasing or eliminating the worry. 
If you think that you already do this in your head and the 
benefit is limited, please consider writing it down because 
we process our thoughts and emotions differently when 
we write them. 

Worriers often try unsuccessfully for hours not to 
worry. They often find themselves doing a dance, 
frequently straddling the worry and the moment (i.e., the 
activity in which they are attempting to engage). Their 
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De-Stress, Then Fix the Mess

Michel Dugas and his 
colleagues found that worriers have 
no deficit in problem-solving skills.  
However, anxiety does interfere 
with the utilization of their skills.  
This suggests that mindfulness and 
other forms of relaxation can help 
to lead you to the answers.  



efforts not to worry, however, prevent problem solving. 
When this happens, the worry is not resolved and the 
activity is typically less productive and less enjoyable. 
Rather than straddling the worry such that you’re worrying 
while trying to be in the present, it is better to give your 
worry brief and intense consideration to figure out what 
you can do about it. Once you make a decision to do 
something, plan something, or not do anything, it will be 

easier to be in the moment for longer 
periods of time. In other 
words, if you feel you are 
unable to be in the 
moment because you are 
worrying or even if you are 
stressed about something 
that is in the back of your 
mind, it may be useful to 
stop fighting it. It is often 
helpful to allow it to come 
to the forefront of your mind 
and deal with it so that you 
are able to move on. 

        This is particularly useful if 
you find that you are unable 
to enjoy yourself in times of 

leisure or unable to be productive in times that you are 
working. You may find it useful to stop your activity and 
problem solve. In other words, be completely in the 
moment or take the time to give your worry “airtime in 
your head” where it is the focus of attention. This will 
actually increase your ability to let go of the stress 
because you have given the problem due consideration. 
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            Nip It In The Bud
Whether you are a stay-at-home mom or an executive of a major corporation, anytime someone addresses you, whether it is by your first name, “Mom,” “Dad,” “honey,” or “hey you,” use it as a reminder to use coping strategies such as mindfulness or problem-solving.



If you find that a worry is preventing you from being 
productive or keeping you from enjoying yourself, give 
your problem due diligence by trying to solve it. Be willing 
to go as far as putting your book down, getting out of 
bed, or excusing yourself and “going to the bathroom” 
when among friends. Then do the two-column technique 
in writing or in your head if something to write with is not 
available. Again, remember that sometimes it is best to 
write because we process things differently when we 
write our ideas down instead of just thinking about them. 
When you are alone, you can try a third way of 
processing: talking aloud. Finally, if it’s appropriate you 
can process your issue by discussing it with a supportive 
person. Bottom line, don’t worry - problem solve or 
accept. Anything else is useless and only causes stress 
and zaps your energy. 
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Live It! 

1. Use the two-column technique if you are concerned 
that your worries will interfere with sleep or 
concentration for work or play. 

2. Observe your thoughts and label each one as being 
“productive” or “useless.” Make a record of the 
productive thoughts. 

3. If something continues to bother you, brainstorm 
possible solutions and set up a plan to put those 
solutions into action or let it go. 




