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• Worry is a cognitive process involving negative, repetitive 
thoughts that are difficult to control.1 

• People worry in response to stressful events.2 However, they also 
do so in absence of a precipitating event. What could elicit their 
worry then?

• Perhaps worry functions as a mental habit.3, 4

1. Automatic
2. Repetitive
3. Difficult to control
4. Elicited by any context in which the cognitive process is 

frequently repeated
• Potential contexts include social isolation5, activities with low 

cognitive load and effort6, mood states such as sadness and 
fatigue7, and times of day with greater alone and unstructured 
time.8

• Up to now, mental habits were only studied in the lab.9 
• To address this limitation, our study studies worry in the real 

world.
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• We found large correlations of worry with negative mood states 
and moderate correlations with fatigue. Happiness and pride had 
small correlations with worry levels but were not statistically 
significant in this sample. (see Table 1).

• Worry had small to moderate correlations with activities that 
required greater attention or physical effort or were more difficult 
or engaging. However, none of the correlations were statistically 
significant in this sample. (see Table 1).

• Mean worry levels were no higher in evening (6-10 PM) than at 
other times of day, t = 0.13, p = .896.

• Mean worry levels did not differ across contexts in which 
individuals were interacting or not interacting, t = 1.22, p = .225.
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• Worry levels tend to be higher as people feel anxious, irritated, sad, 
or fatigued.

• Despite lacking statistical significance, we observed worry levels 
tend to be higher when individuals experience a positive affect.

• Although the correlations between activity characteristics and mean 
worry level did not reach statistical significance in this small sample, 
it is noteworthy that all correlations were positive, indicating that 
students reported more worry when engaging in activities that were 
more demanding, either cognitively or physically.

• Regardless of interacting with others or not and time of day, 
individuals’ mean worry levels tend to be similar.

• Our results suggest a negative and positive internal states and 
cognitively or physically demanding activities may be a potential 
context cue for worry.

• Our sample size is modest, which limits statistical power and 
generalizability.

• Sample included 35 students; Age: M = 20.80, SD = 2.90 (see 
Table 2 for demographic information).

• Participants completed 6 brief surveys per day for 7 days 
assessing social isolation, activity characteristics, mood, and 
thinking patterns.

• Mean levels of worry were averaged across occasions, then 
correlated with hypothesized context features. 

Table 2: Demographic Information

FUTURE DIRECTIONS
• One consideration is to examine the extent to which internal 

states cue worry or if stress cues internal states and worry. 
Future studies can conduct experimental research that induces 
negative internal states to determine whether these states are 
causing worry to change.

• The College Alumni Society grant is supporting ongoing data 
collection efforts. We expect a sample size over 70 people by 
the end of the semester.


