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CHAPTER I 

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

 Worry is not a new concept but looking at short-term worry and how people 

communicate during events which cause short-term worry is understudied. There are 

times when an event occurs that causes worry. Until that worry is alleviated, individuals 

may enact strong emotions. It is during these times of short-term worry that people 

communicate in ways that may not be helpful to achieving their message goals, such as 

with yelling or anger. This study defines short-term worry as the negative expectations of 

the present moment and/or immediate future directed at someone in respect to the short-

term worry event. Past studies have not focused on how people express this type of worry 

or how they communicate during these times in relation to their message goals. By 

looking at primary emotions and motivational goals, one can see how the desire to 

express worry influences which primary emotions individuals experiencing the worry 

use, and how they communicate their worry. There is no universal response or emotion 

used during worrisome events, making it difficult to communicate a desired message. 

Being worried can lead to cognitive distractions and extreme emotional responses.  This 

study will examine communicative responses in short-term worry situations in an effort 

to better understand if an individual's communicative goals are being met or if the 

communicative responses are actually hindering the individual’s goals. Are individuals 
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communicating their worry in a way that aligns with their goals, or are they simply 

responding to a situation without analyzing the impact of their responses?  

Worrisome situations occur in everyone’s lives, but very little has been done to 

examine how people respond to these events. Multifarious experiences cause people to 

experience worry. Money or health problems for example, could potentially cause worry. 

Likewise, a parent seeing his/her child in a moment of danger could also cause a person 

to worry. Further, a situation at work such as an error occurring on a project could cause 

short-term worry. While the word “worry” describes all of these experiences, they are 

disparate from each other. The first example is long-term, with coping, while the latter is 

short-term and happens over the short course of a few seconds, minutes or hours. The 

events that cause short-term worry and the responses to them can be extreme. 

Furthermore, the amount of worry experienced is determined by the level of control over 

a situation that an individual has; the less control over the short-term worry situation, the 

stronger the worry and effects of the worry will be (David & Stephan, 2013). Short-term 

worry is more immediate than long-term worry; the person experiencing short-term 

worry does not have time to think. Yelling, crying, hugging, or even physical altercations 

are a few examples of outcomes to these events, but the reasons these responses occur is 

unknown. People respond to these short-term worry induced situations without even 

realizing what they were worried about. As such, their responses do not necessarily 

correspond to the goal they hope to achieve. The communication can be misinterpreted 

by the intended target. For example, if a child runs into the street, the parents may yell at 

the child about being careless. While the goal of the parent may be to make sure the child 

is safe, the message being conveyed is more illustrative of anger, which may not convey 
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the actual message goal effectively and can result in the child not understanding what the 

communication really means.  

 To understand short-term worry, first one must understand what worry is and 

what causes it. People worry about dieting, money, health, and even public speaking. 

People worry about themselves and other people around them, especially those who are 

close relations to each other (parents, siblings, close friends, co-workers, and romantic 

partners). Romantic relationships especially involve situations that can create a great deal 

of worry and people worry about the health of their romantic partner and the status of the 

relationship. Uncertainty about the relationship can cause worry as well. A romantic 

partner not answering his/her phone may provoke thoughts like, “is he/she injured, just 

being negligent, or cheating?” Jumping to conclusions based on fact or inference can lead 

to worry in these situations. The uncertainty causes worry and until that worry subsides, 

emotional turmoil can ensue. 

  The lives of those closest to us hold intrinsic value in our day-to-day existence, 

and while it can never be known exactly what occurs at every second of every day for our 

romantic partners, parents, close friends, or siblings; the desire to know that they are okay 

is ever-present. Yet, repetitive and intrusive requests for such knowledge are not ideal for 

the welfare of either side of a relationship. Inquiries can come by way of a telephone call, 

a text message, a web-cam chat, an email, a face-to-face encounter, or, less often, a 

written letter. Sometimes people reach out and attempt to initiate this communication, 

and sometimes they expect the other person to reach out to communicate with them. 

When communication is absent or is refused by one of the people involved, worry can 

occur. This study will focus on understanding how people in close relationships 
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communicate during short-term worrisome events and what these short-term worrisome 

events look like. Subsequently, by examining the message structure the person 

experiencing the short-term worry chooses with which to convey his/her message, the 

study will also attempt to determine the individual's goals during these short-term worry 

situations. Further, the study will examine if an individual's goals are being achieved 

through this communication. This information may help provide insight into applying 

appropriate responses to worrisome events. 

 Previous literature has explored a variety of issues related to worry ranging from 

psychological studies of emotional worry and rumination to the study of anxiety and 

other related mental illnesses. Others have studied and produced theories about the way 

individuals communicate their expectations and how that relates to and causes worry in 

various types of interpersonal relationships. This study builds upon the previous literature 

and identify what constitutes a short-term worrisome event, which is unknown. Gaining a 

better perspective of what a short-term worrisome event are will help analyze how 

individuals communicate in those situations. From there one can look at whether or not 

communicative goals are being achieved through the communication of worry. 
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

 While short-term worry has not yet been directly studied, there is a great deal of 

previous literature on a variety of topics that are related to short-term worry. In this study, 

I look at a wide range of previous research to help frame the themes and codes used in the 

analysis of the responses obtained. Several studies in the field of psychology have looked 

at various types of worry that humans experience, and how that worry impacts people’s 

lives. Those studies explored the way individuals reacted in various situations involving 

worry and further, the outcome of those responses and how they relate to anxiety and 

rumination. This study expects to find that short-term worrisome situations tend to elicit 

strong emotional responses. There are several studies that have focused on the way worry 

and emotion are tied together, and how that connection impacts the way individuals 

communicate during worrisome situations. Scholars have also looked at the goals that 

individuals have while dealing with worry. These goals are related to both the type of 

relationship that the individual is involved, and also the situation that occurred to cause 

them to experience worry. Appraisal and regulation theory, uncertainty, and expectation 

violation are three themes that will be further reviewed to provide a framework for the 

study. Appraisal and regulation theory provide insight into how individuals process 

events than can cause worry. Appraisal and regulation also look at the goals a person may 
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have during a particular event. These theories help to frame the themes and codes found 

Burkovec, Robinson, Pruzinsky & Dupree have investigated worry in the long-term sense 

and addressed worry over a period of time and constant daily negative thoughts instead of 

short-term worry that has a more set start and stop period. Arguably, after the incident is 

over, the worry dissipates in a short-term time frame. 

Definition of Worry 

A popular definition of worry in literature comes from the scholars who 

developed the first worry measure entitled the Penn State Worry Questionnaire (PSWQ), 

“Worry is a chain of thoughts and images, negatively affect-laden and relatively 

uncontrollable,” (Borukovec et al, 1983, p.10). This definition stems from the study of 

clinical patients with pathological worry. Psychologists in the past 15-20 years, however, 

have made efforts to study worry outside the context of pathological illness. Tallis, 

Eyesneck & Matthews (1992) sought to understand the difference between normal and 

pathological worry by creating a measurement that attempted to capture the typical 

sources of satisfaction in everyday life. The measure, entitled The Worry Domains 

Questionnaire, examines the following sources of worry: relationships, financial status, 

future, work competence, socio-political, and confidence. These sources were identified 

as the most common and relevant day-to-day areas of worry for individuals without 

pathological worry (Tallis et al., 1992, p. 168). Tallis et al. (1992) then identified the 

intensity and length to which worry is generated from each source. They found that 

“worry might be usefully construed as a response to the violation of goals associated with 

these ‘sources’,” (Tallis et al., 1992, p. 168). Davey (1993) compared the Penn State 

Worry Questionnaire and the Worry Domains Questionnaire and found them to measure 
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worry differently, especially regarding task-oriented constructive worrying. The Worry 

Domains Questionnaire measure was considered more effective for measuring task-

oriented constructive worrying than the Penn State Worry Questionnaire (Davey, 1993).  

These earlier studies of worry have helped recognize the need for further research 

related to worry and identified some important concepts that are related to worry; such as 

negative thoughts violation of goals. It also identifies some sources of worry, 

relationships and financial status, which may be relevant to short-term worrisome events. 

Along with pathological worry, rumination is another term often linked with worry. 

When researching worry, psychologists have often studied its effect in 

concurrence with rumination. Rumination refers to the constant negative thinking of past 

events. Psychologists differ on the question of whether one can occur without the other, 

although many distinctions exist in the function of each process. Worry has been 

identified as the defining feature for General Anxiety Disorder while rumination is more 

consistently found in depression (Tallis et al., 1992). In addition, rumination is linked 

specifically to several pathological illnesses (including General Anxiety Disorder), 

whereas worry is often studied exclusively with General Anxiety Disorder. General 

Anxiety Disorder is conventionally defined as chronic worry (Meyer, Miller, Metzger & 

Borkovec, 1990). Psychologists have even shown an ability to distinguish between 

rumination and worry (Goring
 
& Papageorgiou, 2008) making the study of worry as an 

individual factor a relevant endeavor. Goring
 
& Papageorgiou (2008) used a factor 

analysis in applying the Ruminative Response Scale and the Penn State Worry 

Questionnaire to find out if participants were able to discriminate between these two 

factors. Their findings demonstrated that the construct of worry can be differentiated 
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from rumination by participants. In their study participants were able to identify between 

the tendencies to worry versus dwelling on negative feelings. This further supports the 

idea that worry can be studied by itself and not just in relationship to rumination.  

Perhaps one of the most prominent reasons worry has not been closely examined 

in a distinct situational context is the abundant area of mental illness research. The 

importance of understanding mental illness can never receive too much attention; yet, 

focus on present tense worry has repeatedly been skipped in previous research. 

Psychologists attempt to focus on patients with mental illness on the here and now, as to 

facilitate individual cognitive and physical processes. This strategy has been proven to be 

a positive way to move forward without the cognitive and emotional baggage of past and 

future possibilities. Worry is elicited in response to anticipated threats. What is 

remarkable, however, is that when individuals described their worrying process, they 

were poor at generating successful solutions or effective coping responses, but very good 

at defining possible problems.  

Anxiety is another part of the human experience that overlaps but is distinct from 

worry. While Burkovec et al. (1983) contested that worry and anxiety be analyzed 

separately, the idea was considered ineffectual because the two concepts were usually 

tied together as one in literature. As mentioned before, General Anxiety Disorder is 

conventionally identified as chronic worry. Another study by Stober and Muijs (2001) re-

analyzed data from Reisenzein and Spielhofer (1994) that attempted to find differences in 

anxiety and worry in participant responses. The original data examined situational 

appraisal by asking participants to explain an instance of worry and an anxiety instance. 

Original results, however, were not presented in a way that allowed the reader to 

javascript:__doLinkPostBack('detail','ss%257E%257EAR%2520%252522Stober%25252c%2520Joachim%252522%257C%257Csl%257E%257Erl','');
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understand precise differences between worry and anxiety (Stober & Muijs, 2001). While 

many of the reactions between worry and anxiety were similar, several were revealed to 

be markedly different. Worry situations were more often “associated with positive self 

evaluations, positive social-relationship appraisals, feelings of closeness, superiority, 

importance and focus,” (Stober & Muijs, 2001. p. 373). In addition, participants tended to 

focus their worry on others while self-focus was more prominent in anxiety situations 

(Stober & Muijs, 2001). Stober and Muijs (2001) then replicated the study to discover 

inconsistencies in situational appraisals. Finally, after adjusting for relevant situational 

appraisals, Stober and Muijs (2001) performed a third study that gathered three responses 

from each participant, resulting in twice as much empirical data than Reisenzeing and 

Spielhofer (1994). Results supported Reisenzeing and Spielhofer’s (1994) findings. 

Participants tended to have a goal in-mind in worry situations and focused their worry on 

others half of the time while anxiety appraisals often did not include a goal and were self-

focused. 

Building upon the definition of worry from previous literature the next section 

will explore how emotions impact the way that individuals communicate while 

experiencing worry.  

Emotions and Worry 

This study expects to find that emotion plays an important role in the 

communication of worry in short-term situations. According to Mancillias, Wilmot, and 

Metts (2009) emotion is “a relatively brief state of arousal, which has positive or negative 

valence and which activates the body to respond in some way” (p. 4). The primary emotions 

are happiness, sadness, disgust, fear, and anger. These are described as being innate and a 
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reflexive gesture. Affective states are a larger concept that includes an emotion. For 

example, loneliness is considered an affective state because it might include sadness or fear 

at different times. Worry, then, could be categorized as a secondary emotion or affective 

state. Secondary emotions differ from primary emotions in three different ways. First, 

secondary emotions are learned from cultural and societal norms. These are for more social 

reasons than survival like primary emotions. How individuals express them are “embedded 

with the norms and languages of groups, societies, and cultures” (Mancillias et al. 2009). 

Next, primary emotions have facial expressions that are universally recognized while 

secondary emotions rely on a mix of the primary emotions to express. Therefore more is 

needed to express these emotions, such as nonverbal and verbal cues. The last differential 

characteristic is how an individual expresses secondary emotions. There is no universal 

display for worry; it requires other emotions to support it. When expressing worry, facial 

expressions lack the ability to communicate worry. Instead anger, sadness, or fear can be 

used to show worry. Worry relies on primary emotions or a blend of other emotions for full 

expression. There is an overlap in emotions for secondary emotions. For example, jealousy 

might include the emotions sadness, anger, or disgust (Mancillas et al. 2009). By using this 

evaluation of secondary emotions, this study can make the argument that worry is a 

secondary emotion. According to the criteria, worry is a secondary emotion whether it is 

long-term or short-term. As stated before, people worry about money, health, dieting, and 

various other reasons.  Some related to cultural norms and societal norms. For example, 

people worry about losing weight and improving their image—self-image being a social 

construct. Short-term worry, such as not being able to contact someone, is also socially 
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constructed and has become far more prevalent due to modern technological advances that 

allow immediate communication, essentially, at all times.  

Secondary emotions are complex because they are comprised of multiple emotions, 

and the one that is most prominent at the time will influence how the secondary emotion is 

expressed. For example, if a person is worried about a relationship, the worrier will try to 

reduce the uncertainty or alleviate the worry by expressing it to the person if the strongest 

emotion of worry is fear. If the emotion is sadness, the worrier may try to express that 

emotion or withdraw from it. Further, if the worrier’s prominent emotion is anger, he/she 

may lash out or engage in more aggressive communicative behaviors to express the worry. 

If the person apologizes and gives an explanation, the emotion will be minimized. If the 

person who an individual was worrying about does make contact, that fear could be 

transformed to anger if that person places blame on the worrier which would increase the 

emotional expression.  

Understanding the role emotions play during worrisome events provides an insight 

into the different ways people communicate and express themselves while worrying, which 

the next section will address in more depth.  

Expression of Worry 

The expression of worry occurs through its presence as not just a process, but an 

emotion. Emotional expression of worry has been defined as the ability or inability to 

control negative feelings (Ruscio & Borkovec, 2004). This indicates that emotions are an 

inseparable result of worry. The emotional response type that most aligns itself with 

worry may be the fear construct (McCaul & Goetz, 2008). McCaul and Goetz also 

mention that worry is activated on a less recurring basis and does not evoke as strong as a 



 

12 

 

response as fear. In terms of how the words are used in social contexts, semantic scholar 

Johnston & Warkentin (2010) identifies worry as a socially acceptable substitution for 

fear. The connection between the two constructs is more complex than this affective 

state. While worry is similar to fear, other factors can play a role into worry versus fear, 

such as fear is caused by a known threat whereas worry can be caused from the unknown. 

Further, when people experience worry, they tend to have different reactions based on how 

much control over the situation they have. In situations where individuals have control of 

the events, they tend to feel they are worrying in a constructive way, however, in situations 

where the event is out of the individual's control the worry felt is not related to problem 

solving or strategy (David & Stephan, 2013). If the worry is in a person’s control, he/she 

may express their worry differently than when it is out of his/her control. How a person 

expresses his/her worry and the way he/she communicates it and to whom are also important 

when studying how people communicate in short-term worrisome events.  

 “Emotion expression refers to the outward manifestations of emotional states” 

(Planalp, Metts & Tracy. 2009, p. 2). Expressing an emotion to another person leads to a 

response from that person which can be attitudinal or behavioral (Metts & Planalp, 2002). 

When people express their worry to another person, they are letting the other person know 

how they are feeling and expect some feedback. The amount of emotional release the 

worrier expresses is also important in the response of the other person. Emotion regulation is 

the experience that a person goes through when deciding how much emotion to show or to 

not show (Gross, 1998). When conveying worry, how the individual expresses and regulates 

worry influences the feedback from the other person or target. In an intense worry situation, 

anger can be the primary emotion expressed but if it is not regulated, the target of worry 
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could respond negatively and the expression would be ineffective in achieving the relational 

or communicative goal or getting a desired result.  

 There are also therapeutic reasons why emotion expression regulation occur or do 

not occur. Very emotional experiences are hard to forget and difficult to regulate. Also 

the effort in trying to suppress the emotion puts it into the forefront of a person’s mind 

and keeps a person thinking about the emotion (Richards & Gross, 2000). This may lead 

to the opposite of regulating the emotion through “post suppression rebound” (Wegner, 

1992, p. 205). The person will think of the emotion, and try to suppress it in different 

ways, but is unsuccessful so the emotion is continually on his/her mind. On the other 

hand, expressing an emotion can gain further insights in why the person felt the emotion and 

move on from the event (Pennebaker, 1997).  

 The previous sections have addressed the various ways that people experience 

worry, and how their emotions can impact the way that they act and communicate during 

worrisome events. The following sections will reflect on that information while examining 

how people communicate in close relationships and while worrying, and how regulation 

theory,  appraisal theory and expectation violation are related to communication in close 

relationships and the communicative goals of people in those relationships while they are 

experiencing short-term worry. 

Communicative Goals in Relationships 

Positive outcomes of feeling and expressing worry are discussed in several studies. 

For example, some people express worry as a method to alert someone to danger, such as a 

parent yelling at a child for running into the street; however, this method may not always 

achieve the communicative goal of the individual (Parkinson & Simons, 2012). The parent 
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may yell at the child, and while the communicative goal of the parent is to make the child 

aware that they were doing something dangerous, the way they communicate during that 

short-term worrisome event may not deliver the message clearly. Davey (1993) found that 

the activation of worry helps motivate a person to cope with and/or eliminate the source of 

worry; the parent yelling may get the child out of the street quickly and may make the parent 

feel as if they have regained control of the situation for example. The active aspect of worry 

is identified as more constructive than rumination (Davey, 1993; Papageorgiou & Wells, 

1999; 2003). Papageorgiou and Wells (1999; 2003) examined both clinical and non-clinical 

patients and determined that rumination produced far fewer  positive effects compared to 

worry. Participants’ worrisome thoughts enabled them to construct better verbal content, 

greater compulsion to act, more effort to problem solve and more confidence in problem-

solving than their ruminative thoughts, which were rated as more past-oriented. These 

participants were also more likely to act on the source of the problem. While long-term 

negative thoughts can be have negative effects on a person, worry can help a person deal 

with his/her anxiety and expressing it can help relieve worry or at least, minimize it. 

Communicating worry is better than internally ruminating about it. Ruscio and Borkovec, 

(2004) found that when comparing those with and without General Anxiety Disorder, 

however, the participant’s ability to complete a task was diminished when suffering from 

General Anxiety Disorder. This was attributed to the thoughts of negative feelings that 

dominated the cognition of those with General Anxiety Disorder. (Ruscio & Borkovec, 

2004). The inability to get past the negative thoughts impaired the person. This study will 

look at a more active role from the participants in how they respond to worry, but in a short-
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term context; and how the way people respond to short-term worry impacted their 

relationships.  

Emotion Regulation 

Regulating one’s emotions can be linked to appraisal theory (Gross, 1998). This 

theory maintains that two types of emotion regulation are cognitive reappraisal and 

suppression. Cognitive appraisal is how the person feeling the emotion interprets it in a 

positive light, while suppression is concealing the emotional signs (Richards & Gross, 

2000). Richard and Gross “speculate that positive illusions and benign attributions shape 

the appraisal process in relationally productive ways” (p. 415). During the different stages 

of appraisal, the true emotion can be exaggerated or suppressed and also the entire 

emotional experience can be redefined (Gross, 1998). Appraisal theory has three different 

stages. The initial stage is called the primary appraisal, and it reflects the initial response to 

what is occurring and if it is significant. Then the person has to decide if what is occurring is 

negative or positive and that leads to first emotional responses. The primary appraisal is 

quickly changed to the secondary appraisal. This includes more cognitive thinking about the 

situation as more knowledge is gained. During the secondary appraisal, meaning of the 

initial emotion is examined and adjusted (Mancillias et al., 2009). If the initial reaction was 

due to overreactions or social norms, remedial actions will follow. Machillias et al. (2009) 

also state that “although social conventions operate in many contexts, interpretations of 

the same environmental cues can be quite different based on personality and past 

experience” (p. 7). The third appraisal is called reappraisal. Cognitive thought is used to 

examine the secondary appraisal at a later time. This allows for a more cognitive process 

of the emotion (Mancillias, Wilmont, & Metts, 2009).  
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After the first appraisal and emotion, during the second appraisal, the emotion is 

not expressed for just the person with the emotion but also to the person who caused the 

emotion. This emotion can be used to send a message to the other person to continue or 

discontinue a behavior. Expressing the emotion also allows for the person with the 

emotion to deal with the emotion by alleviating it or to keep it going. Mancillias et al. 

(2009) make two assumptions to explain this; “The first assumption is that behaviors or 

messages of the other person or persons are the cause of our emotion and that 

communicating it will somehow influence the person to change negative behaviors or to 

continue positive behaviors. The second assumption is that our own behaviors or 

messages are the cause of our emotion and responses from others are necessary to reduce 

or sustain the emotion.” (p. 16). 

 As the literature previously stated, there is a strong rationale for worry as a 

secondary emotion and the different primary emotions that could be used to express worry. 

Appraisal theory explains why the emotion and expression change over a course of time. 

Two assumptions are made as to the main motivations for expressing an emotion; however, 

other goals of the worrier could change how the secondary emotion, worry, is expressed.  

 When threatening information is presented to an individual, worry is triggered 

(Matthews, 1990). Threatening information could cause an individual to worry about the 

relationship as a whole. It could also be argued that the lack of threatening information or 

any information at all could also lead to worry. This lack of information could lead to 

high anxiety and stronger expressions of worry. In these cases people worry as a comfort 

seeking function (Parkinson & Simons 2012). Though in these cases this type of worry 

results in the opposite result, only making the person feel even worse about the situation 
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and not helping to find a solution to the situation (Parkinson & Simons 2012). Because of 

this, relational outcomes do not always align with the individual’s intended 

communicative goals. 

Uncertainty and Appraisal   

A study performed by Davey (1993) makes the connection between people with 

high long-term worry and strong information seeking-tendencies. People who experience 

a lot of worry tend to do things in an effort to find out information to alleviate the worry 

they are feeling. This could include asking people information about the topic of the 

worry, having a savings account, or having more frequent health checks. This can relate 

to the current study because those that worry will express their worry and find 

information as to why the person caused the worry. Uncertainty is a major factor in short-

term worry and people with strong information-seeking tendencies may have different 

ways to achieve their goals. When the person of worry does not explain and relieve the 

worry, uncertainty will grow with the worrier (Knobloch & Soloman, 2005). Here again, 

if the individual experiencing worry feels like the situation is out of his/her control, the 

feeling of worry will continue to grow (David & Stefan, 2013). Further, in worrisome 

situations, people will generally feel that the worry they feel can be used constructively 

(David & Stefan, 2013). However, in short-term worrisome situations, worry often leads 

to a situation in which the person experiencing worry does not have control of the 

situation, and the reaction therefore may not be a constructive tool for conveying the 

desired message. 

These information-seeking tendencies sprout from uncertainty. Uncertainty, 

which is a state of unknowing, is another aspect of worry that plays an important role in 
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the way individuals express themselves and communicate, especially in short-term 

worrisome situations. Smith and Ellsworth (1985) found that- “uncertainty appraisals are 

characterized by feelings of uncertainty, lack of understanding of what is happening, and 

not feeling certain about what will happen next. Emotions such as anger, disgust, 

happiness, and contentment are associated with certainty; while hope, surprise, worry, 

fear, and sadness are associated with uncertainty” (p. 835). 

Cheng, Kuan, Li & Ken (2010) also makes a correlation between the feelings of 

uncertainty that would lead to more problem-focused coping whereas conversely, 

emotions associated with certainty would lead to more emotion-focused coping. Problem-

focused coping was seen to be more positively related to solving the problem instead of 

emotion-focused coping which is more related to regulating distressing emotions or to 

minimize the experienced emotions by other means such as distractions or avoidance. 

There are many different ways to experience uncertainty:  uncertainty of relationship 

status, uncertainty of the well-being of the other in a close relationship, uncertainty of the 

feelings of the person causing the worry.  

 Aune (2006) studied how various levels of relationship certainty impacts 

emotional expression in romantic relationships. During the early stages of a romantic 

relationship less emotional expression is seen due to the uncertainty of the relationship. 

As the relationship progresses and matures, there is more certainty between the partners 

which leads to a larger degree of emotional expression; this is because the partners feel  

the relationship is strong enough to withstand more expressive emotions. Clark and 

Finkel (2005) had similar findings and reported “the nature of the relationship a person 

perceives he or she has with another person to whom emotion might be expressed is a 
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potent determinant of whether that person will express or suppress emotion.” Therefore, 

in order for the person in the romantic relationship to be willing to show greater emotion, 

there has to be certainty in the relationship and confidence in the partner to accept a 

greater range of emotion. There was also a higher correlation between certainty in a 

relationship to express more negative emotions than with uncertainty in a relationship 

(Aune, 2006). Worry, as a result of uncertainty, can repress emotional expression in 

relationships and also manifest in the expression of fear and jealousy. 

Jealousy situations also can lead to uncertainty and potentially short-term worry 

about a relationship. Booth and Kennedy (2011) examined how jealousy led to uncertainty 

in married and dating couples. They found “Generally, married people were more concerned 

with relational attention diverted to non-romantic alternatives, whereas dating partners were 

more jealous of the potential threat of romantic competition” (p.272 ). Similar to Aune 

(2006) this study finds that as a relationship develops and matures, the partners feel less 

uncertainty about the actual relationship, whereas newer relationships feel uncertainty about 

the stability of the actual relationship. Dainton & Aylor (2001) also had similar findings. 

They ascertained that when there is a strong commitment, people are more confident in their 

relationship. However, in some cases an individual may not want to actually work to reduce 

uncertainty but will cope or manage his or her uncertainty. (Brashers, Neidig, Haas, Dobbs, 

Cardillo & Russel. 2000) For example, if a person feels their partner is cheating, he or she 

may actually choose to deal with the uncertainty internally or through avoidance due to the 

fear of the results that may happen (such as the relationship ending). Jang, Yoo & Tian  

(2011) looked at how people act in relationships following an event that leads to increased 

uncertainty; they found that as uncertainty increases, people tend to use avoidance to cope 
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with the uncertainty that they are experiencing. These ideas can be applied to a short-term 

worrisome event as well because like jealousy, situations, can lead to high levels of 

uncertainty and influence how a person may react based on the level of uncertainty. 

Relationship length and security can also relate to short-term worrisome events and what 

people worry about. In a strong commitment relationship, people may tend to focus more on 

health or finances, while newer relationships may worry more about relationship status. 

Relationship length and strength of commitment can also factor into expectations a person 

has in a relationship and how people communicate his/her worry when those expectations 

are violated.  

Expectation Violation 

Expectation violation is a theory that can be examined when discussing short-term 

worry and message goals. When an individual's expectations are violated by someone 

he/she is in a close relationship with, short-term worry can occur. Expectancy violation 

theory assumes that individuals form expectations for communicative interactions with 

others, and when those expectations are violated individuals think more about the 

situation and become more emotional (Burgoon & Hale, 1988; Burgoon & Jones, 1976). 

After a violation occurs, the individual starts to think, negatively or positively, about the 

situation in relation to the situation that occurred, and also about the relationship itself 

(Afifi & Metts, 1998). The way an individual views the violation of expectation also 

directly relates to how they communicate with the violator (Chiles & Roloff, 2014). 

During short-term worrisome events an individual may feel the need to respond based on 

his/her expectations and how he/she feels they were violated. Individuals in close 

relationships have certain expectations of one another based on a variety of relational 



 

21 

 

behavior and social norms. These expectations “can facilitate relational quality when they 

promote  positive relational behaviors that can be realistically enacted; however, when 

expectations are so unrealistically high that one's partner is incapable of meeting them, 

relational harm may result” (Wright & Roloff, 2015, p.15). In certain situations in close 

relationships, the violation of relational expectations can result in short-term worry. For 

example, if a person's significant other is always punctual but then one night the 

significant other is running late and does not communicate the reason why short-term 

worry may occur due to the expectation violation. Burgoon (1995) stated that 

expectations can be influenced by context situations, or by the relationship between 

communicators (Burgoon, 1995). In this example, when the partner does not meet the 

expectation of the other, it can signal to the other partner that he/she does not value the 

relationship (Afifi & Metts, 1998). Further, in this example, the concerned person can 

also experience short-term worry, wondering if the person was involved in accident or 

otherwise hurt. When the person finally arrives, the concerned person may communicate 

in ways that are inconsistent with their message goals.  

The way people structure their messages is related to the way that they process 

various situations and relate them to the current event. Eagly & Chaiken (1995) define two 

ways in which people process information and structure messages: Systematic and 

Heuristic. Systematic processing is “conceptualized as comprehensive and careful 

consideration of message content” whereas heuristic processing “relies on simple decision 

rules to make a judgment rather than to scrutinize the situation” (Yun, 2005, p.525). 

Depending on the short-term worry situation either of these processing methods could be 

present. In the example of a significant other being late, systematic processing may occur 
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the longer the person is left waiting, whereas if a parent were to witness a child running into 

the street heuristic processing will be used instead. 

Short-term worry may not have been directly studied before, but previous 

research does explore many important aspects of worry that can be applied to short-term 

worrisome events, especially in close relationships. An individual’s communicative goals 

during these events can be shaped by a number of different factors, whether it is due to 

uncertainty or if a violation of the relationship is perceived, people communicate during 

these events in a variety of ways. By understanding the literature on worry in general this 

study will analyze a survey presented in the next chapter based on the following research 

questions. 
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CHAPTER III 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 In order to establish a basic foundation for short-term worrisome events, four 

research questions guided the study. Discovering what people think that short-term 

worrisome events are is the first step to further develop this subject. However, it is 

important to understand what a short-term worrisome event is before we can begin to 

uncover more about short-term worrisome expression. 

RQ1: What events lead to short-term worry for participants in a close 

relationship?  

After identifying a short-term worrisome event, it is crucial to see how a person 

would communicate his/her short-term worry. Would he/she communicate it to the 

person that caused the worry or to a third-party and how would she/she communicate this 

short-term worry she/she experienced? The communicative responses to a short-term 

worrisome event will help to gain a broader understanding of short-term worrisome 

events.  

RQ2: What are the types of reactions/responses people employ to express their 

short-term worry? 

 The goals behind the communicative response are equally important to further 

study short-term worry. While a person may react quickly to a short-term worrisome 
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event, the goals behind the reaction are another area unexplored even though knowing the 

goals behind the expression of short-term worry can people identify better ways to 

react/respond to a short-term worrisome event. Thus the following question was 

advanced: 

RQ3: What, if any, types of relational goals do participants employ when deciding 

whether and how to express their short-term worry? 

Finally, learning about what the person hoped to achieve by expressing their 

short-term worry will help to evaluate the effectiveness of his/her communication. Since 

these events occur in a limited small time frame, the reactions may have less time to 

formulate their responses. By truly reflecting on the results of different reactions, this 

study hopes to develop better ways to communicate short-term worry.  

RQ4: How, if at all, do participants feel like their particular responses to the 

worrisome event help achieve their goals?  

By exploring these four research questions, a foundation will be formed of what 

short-term worrisome events look like and how people communicate their short-term 

worry. It will also identify relational goals from the person that experienced the short-

term worry and whether or not his/her communicated response to the short-term 

worrisome event helped achieve the goal he/she had in mind. 
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CHAPTER IV 

METHODOLOGY 

 The previous chapter outlined four different research questions that need to be 

answered in order to make further progress into short-term worrisome events and how it 

is communicated. The current chapter will describe the procedure used to examine this as 

well as a description of the participants. Finally, this chapter will explain thematic 

analysis in relationship to how the data was analyzed.  

Procedures 

Due to the newness of this subject, a survey was formulated based on the research 

questions to start gathering information on short-term worrisome events. The online 

survey asked participants to first describe in writing a short-term worrisome event 

involving someone in a close relationship. Then the participants were asked to identify 

the person in the short-term worrisome event and the type of relationship (friend, family, 

significant other, or spouse) as well as the length of the relationship. Finally the 

participants were asked to describe how, if at all, he/she responded to the event and the 

goal behind their response to the situation. Then the participant was asked to identify 

whether or not he/she believed that his/her goal was achieved by the way he/she did or 

did not responded or communicated.
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The participants were also asked to describe the degree of worry on a scale of one 

to five, one indicating the least amount of worry and five indicating the most amount of 

worry. Then participants were told to describe the reaction or response of the person 

he/she communicated his/her worry to and also what impact the event had on the 

relationship. Finally the participants were asked to describe how the event made him/her 

feel as well as if the event helped alleviate his/her worries. The last portion of the survey 

asked various demographic questions.  

Participants 

This survey was completed by 70 individuals, 19 males and 51 females, who 

identify as being in a close relationship (significant other, friend, family, or spouse). 

Participants took an online survey consisting mostly of open-ended interview questions 

hosted on SelectSurvey that were recruited through online social networks (such as 

Facebook) as well as email at a University and workplace. Sixteen participants were 

between 17 and 21 years old, 15 were from 22 to 25, 14 were between 26 and 30, five 

were from 31 to 35, seven were ages 36 to 40, one was between 41 and 45, two from 46 

to 50, two between 51 and 55, four were between 56 and 60, and four were between 60 

and 70. Sixty-four of the participants were white/non-Hispanic, three Hispanic, one Asian 

or Pacific Islander, one black/non-Hispanic, and two other. Three of the participants had 

been in the relationship in which they experienced the short-term worrisome event less 

than a year, ten for one-three years, 14 from three-10 years, and forty-three for over ten 

years. The worrisome relationships included 36 from family members, 17 from friends, 

11 from significant others, and six from the spouse.  
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Data Analysis 

 In this study, the researcher  used  thematic analysis to evaluate the data collected 

through the online questionnaire to gain an understanding of how individuals react to 

short-term worrisome events and how their communicative goals are expressed and 

whether or not they are achieved by the way they communicated their worry. Thematic 

analysis was used to identify and analyze themes within the data set (Braun & Clarke, 

2006). By looking at patterns that presented themselves in the data it was possible 

through thematic analysis to describe the data in a detailed way and interpret the data in a 

way that will identify the most common way that individuals reacted and communicated 

during short-term worrisome events. Further, using thematic analysis made it possible to 

explore the various themes as they emerged from the data. Other forms of qualitative 

analysis such as discourse analysis, grounded theory, or interpretative phenomenological 

analysis seek to generate a theory of phenomena that is grounded in that data, whereas 

thematic analysis searches the data for themes that can help to explain the phenomena 

being studied (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Since there is not a theory directly linked to the 

data in this study, finding emerging themes in the data using Braun and Clarke’s thematic 

analysis was imperative to understand short-term worrisome events and the 

communicative responses to these events to allow for future research.  

 Using inductive analysis for the purpose of identifying and coding the data helped 

explore emerging themes in this study. Inductive analysis is the process of coding data 

without trying to fit it into pre-existing coding frames or analytical preconceptions (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006.). The coding was data driven, and allowed for themes to emerge 

naturally from the data set. Inductive analysis does not base any coding on previous 
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research but rather frames its own codes based on the data set. In this study this allowed 

for codes to be formed strictly based on individuals reacting to short-term worrisome 

events. This study used a six phase guide presented in Braun and Clarke's piece on 

thematic analysis to analyze the collected data.  

 Phase one of the analysis involved learning as much about the data as possible. 

This was accomplished by reading and re-reading the data and in doing so searching and 

identifying meanings and patters that are present. During this phase notes were taken on 

any themes or patters that started to emerge. These notes were then used in phase two. 

Phase two involved the creation of codes based on the information and understanding 

gained in phase one. These codes identified features of the data that appeared interesting 

during phase one (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The coding during this phase was data-driven, 

in that the codes were based on the responses found in the data rather than based on a 

specific, pre-existing theory. By coding the data in this way, the patterns that were 

present in the data were allowed to emerge and be analyzed. Once all the codes were 

selected the data was organized and collated based on the coding. 

 Phase three involves analyzing the coded data in an effort to identify themes 

across the data set. In this phase codes were sorted into potential themes, and compared 

again to start to determine how the codes can come together and form a theme. Themes 

were then reviewed and sorted to determine the relationship between the codes and 

themes which allows for the development of the main overarching theme and any sub-

themes that may have been found through this analysis. This led to phase four of the 

analysis, where the potential themes found in phase three were reviewed to determine if 

they are in fact themes or not. Some potential themes did not have enough data to support 
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them as a theme. In other cases, some themes were so similar that they came together as a 

single theme. Conversely, one potential theme was too large and needed to be broken 

apart into two separate themes. The data that supported the themes needed to be cohesive 

and separate themes needed to be clearly differentiated (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 20). 

There were two levels of analysis used in this phase. The first level involves reviewing 

the coded data within each theme to ensure that the data presents a coherent pattern. Then 

the second level of analysis is applied to the theme, which involved checking the theme 

against the data set as a whole, making sure that it accurately represented the data of the 

entire set (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 21). Any inconsistencies in a theme were reviewed 

and the data was checked against the potential theme to see if there were simply data 

extracts that should not be included in the theme or if the theme itself is simply not 

working. In the case of certain data not working within the potential theme those 

troublesome data were then re-evaluated and moved to a more appropriate theme. Once 

both levels were completed, the themes and data created a thematic “map” of the data set 

as a whole, at which it was possible to move to phase five of the analysis (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006, p. 21).  

 Phase five is the process in which the themes identified in phase four were named 

and defined for presentation. The data was used to “define and refine” (Braun & Clarke, 

2006, p. 22) the themes throughout the data set. The themes were defined and then tied 

together to give an overall analysis of the data set by reorganizing the data within each 

theme into a coherent and consistent account and then writing a detailed narrative to 

accompany each theme (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 22). The data within each theme was 

used to work through the themes and present why the theme is relevant to the data and 
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how it relates to any overarching themes that were present. It was also during phase five 

that any sub-themes were  identified and discussed in the narrative if necessary. Sub-

themes are useful, especially if found in larger themes as they help further break down 

and explain each theme as it relates to the story that the data is telling. (Braun & Clarke, 

2006, p. 22). At the end of phase five, the themes were also given their final names and it 

is at that point that phase six began.  

 Phase six is when the report was produced to present the data analysis in a clear 

and concise way. In thematic analysis, the data needs to be presented in a way that tells 

the story of the data. The themes that were discovered and analyzed in the previous 

phases are presented, with examples from the data extracts to provide a coherent and 

logical account of the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 23). The results section of this 

study will provide the themes as well as examples that exemplify each theme. Examples 

should be detailed and used to provide evidence of each theme and how the themes are 

present both within themselves and also how the themes support one another across the 

data set. The narrative also will, at this point, be tied in and make arguments in relation to 

the research questions of the study. In general, it is important for the report to give a clear 

narrative of the data and how it relates to the themes of the data set and how they relate to 

the research questions (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 23).  

 It is also important to be aware of the potential pitfalls of thematic analysis. Most 

important is to ensure that the themes chosen are supported by the data within them and 

that there is significant data to represent a theme. It is also important to ensure that the 

data is being analyzed in a way that support and help support the themes identified rather 

than simply use the data as a theme itself (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 25). Finally it is also 
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necessary to make sure that the data and any analytical claims that are made about it are 

not mismatched. The data needs to support any claims made and be consistent with the 

data extracts that being used to identify and support themes. (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 

26). 

 Using Braun and Clarke’s method of thematic analysis it is possible to analyze the 

data and identify themes that emerge from the participant’s answers. By using this 

method, an in-depth look into each question will help formulate themes that appear and 

enable more insight into short-term worrisome events and the goals behind 

communicating that worry. 
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CHAPTER V 

RESULTS 

 Within this chapter, each research question will be applied to the corresponding 

data that was collected to learn more about short-term worrisome events. By using Braun 

and Clarke’s (2006) six phases of thematic analysis, the data gathered was systematically 

organized based on themes that emerged from the data. These themes will be further 

analyzed along with their significance. Seventy participants, who are in close 

relationships, took the survey. While the majority of the participants described family 

members when relating to a short-term worrisome event, others also described situations 

that included friends, significant others, and finally the lowest number being a spouse. 

Spouse being the lowest number is not surprising considering forty-five of the seventy 

participants were under the age of thirty. The majority of the relationships, forty-three, in 

the survey were relationships that were over ten years old, which also follows along with 

thirty-six of the participants describing a short-term worrisome event that involved a 

family member.  

Research Question One  

After thematically analyzing the question in the study: Describe a short-term 

worrisome event you experienced involving someone you are close to 

(friend/family/significant other), this study sought to answer Research Question 1.
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RQ1: What events lead to short-term worry for participants in a close 

relationship?  

Five themes emerged while evaluating the responses to the question of which 

events led to short-term worry. The five themes were (a) finances, (b) dangerous 

situation, (c) relationship status, (d) health, and (e) lack of communication. The frequency 

of these responses was (a) 4, (b) 7, (c) 9, (d) 33, and (e) 17 respectively. 

 The first theme, finances, emerged in the descriptions as an event that occurred 

that led to momentary concern over a person’s monetary situation. Examples include 

losing a job, finding a job, or being taken advantage of financially. “When my daughter 

lost her job. I was worried as to what she would do if it kept her from finding another that 

she was qualified for” was one description a participant wrote to describe their short-term 

worry. Even though monetary issues tend to lead to long-term worry or rumination, it 

also can cause short-term worrisome situations when it has immediate impact and until 

the situation, such as a job loss, is resolved. While this situation could lead into 

rumination, trying to communicate that initial short-term worry can bring up different 

goals than rumination. \Another example of finances causing short-term worry is the 

worry of someone being taken advantage of financially, “My estranged brother divorced 

my sister-in-law.  She did not have an attorney; it was finalized in another state, and was 

done very quickly.  I was worried for her because my brother is a narcissist and had to 

have had a plan to make her think her settlement was satisfactory.” The theme of finances 

has been studied on a large scale of worry: financial status was a listed source of worry in 

the Worry Domains Questionnaire as well (Tallis et al., 1992). While this study only 
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identified financial short-term worry, previous literature shows there is a recurring link 

between finances and worry. 

 The second theme that emerged is short-term worry based on dangerous 

situations. A participant wrote “A time that I had short-term worry was when my mom 

was driving home from a super severe storm. I was worried about her safety driving 

through the storm. It was short-term because the storm was quick and then I no longer 

had to worry.” Dangerous situations that occur have a combination of being short-term as 

well as evoking high emotions. Traveling conditions, being in a dangerous area, or 

natural disasters can lead to short-term worry, especially due to the fact that driving 

conditions could be hazardous and the weather is out of the person’s scope of control. 

Reacting to these situations and expressing worry is different than other types of short-

term worry because it is not typically behavioral but more conditional, such as weather 

leading to bad driving conditions or a natural disaster causing a dangerous situation. 

Another participant also discussed a dangerous situation that caused them short-term 

worry: “Our daughter was traveling a normally 5 hour trip during a winter storm.  When 

she left in the morning the sun was shining where she was so she was not aware of the 

conditions ahead of her. The interstate and many highways were closed. I was on the 

phone with her several times through out the day letting her know what the conditions 

were like down the road for her. After getting her to stop and wait it out for awhile she 

decided to continue shortly before it was about to get dark and she had several hours yet 

to travel. The 5 hour trip took her 12 hours.” Similar to the previous example, this 

situation involved weather conditions that were out of the person’s control. The 

participant responded by trying to gather as much information as possible and 
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communicate that information to the person who they were worrying about in an effort to 

help the person and alleviate their need to worry.  

 Another theme that appeared frequently when participants were describing a 

short-term worrisome event revolved around health. This could be physical or mental 

health. As with financial issues, health is another concept that is related to rumination. 

People worry about eating healthier, working out, mental agility, and longevity. Worry 

about these things is more of an ongoing/constant in people’s lives but sometimes events 

happen that threaten the immediate health of a person that makes others worry. For 

example, one participant recounted an event that caused short-term worry: “My wife was 

complaining of pains and her doctor ordered CT and Ultrasounds. I was worried because 

I wasn't sure what would be causing the pain and I know sometimes pain in the area she 

was experiencing it in could be cancers/ulcers and I was a little scared.” This was a short-

term worrisome event because of the uncertainty related to what was actually wrong with 

his wife. Waiting for answers allowed time for the participant to worry about possible 

negative outcomes that would be confirmed or denied in a fixed amount of time, as 

opposed to ruminating about all future health issues that could happen. Another 

participant experienced short-term worry when a family member had experienced a 

medical emergency: “My mom had a stroke and my husband called the school while I 

was in class to tell me that she had managed to call an ambulance and was on the way to 

the hospital. I was worried about the extent of the damage to her brain.” This type of 

traumatic health situation caused the participant to experience short-term worry. The 

participant indicated that they tried to gather as much information as possible to help 

alleviate their worry. Additionally, a sub-theme related to mental health emerged within 
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the health related theme. While a person may worry about hereditary mental issues or age 

related mental decline, a different form of mental health event could cause short-term 

worry, such as low self-esteem or feelings of depression. “On my sister's 30th birthday, 

she was pretty down. My mom even forgot to call her and sent her card without a stamp, 

so it returned to us. My sister told me that it was the most important day of her life, 

though she hadn't told me that before so I had no idea. I was worried about her because 

she didn't seem to be doing well and she didn't feel appreciated.” This is an example of a 

short-term worry, the participant was concerned about her sister in a specific situation, 

and felt worry because of this single event.  

The fourth theme that became apparent was in regards to a change in relationship 

status. This refers to a person being concerned about breaking up with a significant other, 

losing a friend, and/or potentially having a family member stop talking to them. For 

example, “When talking to my close friend, their answers got short, and seemed distant. I 

became worried that they were upset with me, or that our relationship was going to 

change for the worse.” This event led to short-term worry because of the uncertainty in 

the relationship status or worry that it was going to change due to the behavior of the 

person in a close relationship with the participant. Other responses within this theme of 

short-term worry related to changing of relationship status were related to the 

participant’s behavior causing worry about impacting the relationship in a negative way 

such as breaking a necklace of someone he/she was in a close relationship with or being 

in the middle of two friends fighting and trying to keep both friendships.  

Finally, the fifth theme identified was lack of communication. Lack of 

communication in a situation can cause short-term worry. For example: “When my sister 
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turned 21 she went out at her campus with friends to celebrate. When we tried to call her 

that night to see if she was okay her phone was dead and we could not get a hold of her. It 

took several hours to get a hold of her and me and my parents were very worried.” With 

easy access to instant communication, such as cell phones, the lack of communication is 

becoming a higher cause of worry. People expect to be able to reach anyone instantly and 

when that doesn’t happen, negative thoughts can occur. The longer the attempted 

communication is not reciprocated, the more the person worries that something negative 

occurred.  

Several types of events lead to short-term worry such as financial situations, 

dangerous situations, relationship status, health issues and lack of communication. The 

following section will discuss the ways in which the participants communicated their 

worry. 

Research Question Two 

Knowing the goals behind the expression of short-term worry people can identify 

better ways to react/respond to a short-term worrisome event. Research question two 

sought to determine how people reacted and communicated during a short-term 

worrisome event. 

RQ2: What are the types of reactions/responses people employ to express his/her 

short-term worry? 

All of the aforementioned short-term worrisome events led to participants 

determining whether or not to communicate their worry to the person that caused the 

worry or to someone else. The five themes that emerged from the data included (a) 

communicating worry, (b) controlling emotion, (c) emotional response, (d) gathering 
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information, and (e) taking action. The frequency of each response was (a) 17, (b) 14, (c) 

13, (d) 13, and (e) 13 respectively.  

The first theme is communicating worry. This includes conveying the worry to 

the person that caused the worry. For example, “At times I voiced my concern in a 

concrete and clear way. Other times I became irate and projected this.” The participant 

felt the need to talk to the person that caused the worry or to another person for various 

reasons such as alleviating the worry, change a behavior, or show concern for the person 

that caused the worry. The participant decided to address the event to help deal with the 

issue. Another example of this is “I cautioned her repeatedly to pay attention to her 

surroundings and to watch her feet while walking.” This is a direct approach to 

addressing the short-term worry as opposed to other themes, such as gathering 

information and controlling emotion.  

Another response to the short-term worrisome event is to control emotion. 

Controlling emotions was used in response to a few different short-term worrisome 

events, especially health, so the participant could help the person that was causing the 

worry or try to overcome the worry with positive thoughts. “I tried to remain calm, help 

Brian to gather information from the doctors, nurses etc. I was focusing on all the 

positives I could find.” is an example of the participant trying to control their emotions to 

be more positive in the situation instead of letting his/her worry impact the situation. 

Another participant wrote, “Tried to just remain positive and hope for the best.” Finally, a 

participant said, “My mom was worried herself. I did not communicate my worry to her, 

in order to keep a positive atmosphere.” All of these responses imply that the participant 
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had negative thoughts, but chose to instead to project positivity in the situation to help 

reduce the short-term worry in themselves and well as the subject.  

The next theme discovered is having an emotional response. The worry-inducing 

event caused the participant to react in a more emotional way, such as:  “First panicked 

and scared and then worried and I still continue to worry it will repeat itself.” In this 

example, the participant experienced different emotions and let those emotions influence 

how he/she reacted to the event. Other indicators of an emotional response in from the 

participants included words such as “anxious”, “panicked”, “unhappy”, and “upset”. 

These types of emotional responses show how intense a short-term worrisome event can 

be, and the emotional toll, short-term worry can cause. Having an emotional response can 

help alleviate personal worry and some participants wrote that he/she hoped the 

emotional response would help change the behavior of the person that caused the short-

term worry.  

Gathering information is another way participants responded to short-term 

worrisome events. The uncertainty of the event led participants to cope in different ways. 

Some called the person that caused the worry to find out more information, while others 

called people in their network. For example, “I watched the weather for her and kept 

calling on her and checking on her.” The participant reacted to the event by finding out as 

much information as possible to help alleviate the worry and/or assist the person that was 

causing the worry. Another example of gathering information was, “I responded by trying 

to call everyone and everywhere I had a number to that might possibly know of his 

whereabouts.” This participant was trying to use find out information about the person 

through other relationships to help alleviate worry.  
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Close to that response is the last theme that appeared in the responses, and that is 

taking action. In response to his/her worry, participants did things such as “Sending cards 

to my friend, sending flowers, calling, messaging” to address his/her worry. Many of 

these responses were to show concern for the person that was causing the worry or to 

alleviate the worry. By focusing on positive action, the participant could help resolve 

some of the short-term worry he/she was feeling.  

People respond in different ways during short-term worrisome events. There were 

five general response found in this study; (a) communicating worry,  (b) controlling 

emotion, (c) emotional response, (d) gathering information, and (e) taking action. The 

next section will address the goals of communicating during short-term worrisome 

events.  

Research Question Three  

The short-term worrisome events and responses led to an important issue: the 

goals of communicating or not communicating short-term worry. By using the six phase 

thematic analysis, six goals emerged from the data: (a) alleviate personal worry, (b) show 

support for other, (c) change behavior, (d) not address the worry, (e) look good, and (f) 

validate the relationship. The frequency of each response was (a) 18, (b) 24, (c) 12, (d) 2,  

(e) 13, and (f) 1 respectively.  

RQ3: What, if any, types of relational goals do participants employ when deciding 

whether and how to express their short-term worry? 

The first goal is to alleviate the worry of the person who experienced short-term 

worry, “I wanted to express my feelings to a third party and see what they thought about 

the situation. I guess I just wanted someone to tell me everything will be okay.” This 
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shows a self-focused interest in communicating worry; to make him/her feel better and/or 

receive positive confirmation from another person. Another person wrote “peace of 

mind.” In short-term worrisome events, the participant might be the only one 

experiencing the worry and therefore might look to others to help alleviate that worry or 

validate his/her feelings. If he/she are in a group setting and see no one else is worried, it 

may relieve some of his/her short-term worry. A support group of people telling the 

person that everything will be alright is another way that could help convince the person 

that his/her worry is unfounded.  

The second goal identified is to show support for the other person in the event. “I 

was showing obvious care in her time of need.” This one example of the participant 

showing his/her concern for the other person. Instead of alleviating his/her worry, he/she 

chose to try to show the other person he/she cared. This is almost opposite in regards to 

the first theme of alleviating personal worry, and instead trying to alleviate worry for the 

person that is causing the short-term worry. “I was trying to make sure that my sister felt 

better about the day and that she felt loved and appreciated. I was also hoping that my 

mom would call and apologize for missing the day.” In this example the participant 

shows concern. The majority of this theme was based on a participant describing an event 

with a family member with only a couple friends and significant others being described. 

Two of the themes, looking good and validating the relationship, may not be as relevant 

to family relationships because of the stability of family. Family is a typically more long-

term, people that have been in a person’s life since he/she was growing up so the need to 

look good does not apply as much as well as validating the relationship. No matter what 

happens, a sister is still a sister; whereas, a friend could no longer be a friend.  
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The third goal is to change the behavior of the person in the short-term worry 

event. This is when a behavior has caused the short-term worry and the participant hopes 

that by communicating his/her worry, the person that caused the worry will change 

his/her behavior. One participant wrote, “We were trying to tell her to be more 

responsible when going out drinking.” While this also shows concern for the other 

person, the primary goal is to change the behavior that caused the worry. Interestingly, a 

high majority of this goal is from participants describing a relationship with a friend. Six 

out of the seventeen friend relationship examples focused on changing behavior. 

Not showing worry is the fourth goal in short-term worrisome situations because 

it could harm the situation/relationship by adding to the worry or make the person that is 

causing the worry to worry more. One participant wrote, “To keep him somewhat calm, 

and make him feel comfortable, he was extremely worried so I tried to hide my worry 

from him and remain focused on the positive result the doctor was trying to achieve for 

him.” Instead of bringing more conflict/worry into the situation, the participant decided to 

not show worry. However, sometimes this had a negative impact on the worrier, for 

example: “By keeping it to myself, it bottled up and caused me to over think every story 

he would tell me. I wasn't sure if it was the truth and it made me paranoid.” Not only was 

the worry not addressed, it made the participant continue to worry and according the 

participant “it caused unnecessary tension” to the relationship.  

The fifth goal is to make the worrier look good. “I felt like I should make every 

attempt to contact her so she would not think I was negligent or insensitive.” The worrier 

wanted to communicate his/her worry to make him/her appear better. Not “negligent or 

insensitive”, the worrier chose to communicate worry for reasons other than alleviating 
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the person’s worry or show support for the other person. This goal was not as prominent 

as the other goals but was interesting to note since the goal described by the participant 

was so different from the other responses. This goal was more focused on the worrier’s 

image instead of the person that caused the worry. While alleviating person worry is also 

self-focused, this goal is more directed at keeping up an appearance and not for any 

emotional release.         

The sixth and final goal was to validate the relationship. “I was trying to show my 

friend that I was not going to lie to him, and that he would see that I wasn't trying to take 

sides in the fight between him and our other friend” is an example of the worrier trying to 

validate his/her relationship. He/she wanted to communicate that he/she is not taking 

sides and to keep the relationship. This last goal was only mentioned once in all of the 

responses, but was interesting because it was more relationship focused instead of being 

self-focused or focused on the other person involved. 

Research question three explored the goals of individuals during short-term 

worrisome events. There were six goals identified in the study; (a) alleviate personal 

worry, (b) show support for other, (c) change behavior, (d) not address the worry, (e) 

look good, and (f) validate the relationship. The next section will address the outcome the 

participants experienced.  

Research Question Four 

RQ4: How, if at all, do participants feel like their particular responses to the 

worrisome event help achieve their goals?  

The last question this study explored was whether participants felt like their 

communicative response helped alleviate their worry. The majority of participants (n = 
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44) responded that they thought that communicating their worry helped as opposed to 26 

who did not think it helped alleviate their worry. The study yielded mixed results on the 

reactions to the communicative responses to the short-term worrisome event. While the 

majority of the worriers thought that they received a positive reaction to them 

communicating their worry, such as, “For the most part, they were receptive and 

understanding,” some had a negative response, “He thought my reaction was not 

warranted.” It also helped prevent future short-term worrisome situations for occurring 

after the participant communicated their worry. For example, “Relieved that he will 

respond in a timelier manner. He now understands why I feel the way I do.” 

 The impact of the short-term event on the relationship of the participant and the 

person he/she described in the event also had varied results. Some participants claimed 

the participants’ response to the short-term worrisome event had no impact on the 

relationship while others had negative and positive impacts. One example of a positive 

impact was that the response did “improve our relationship within the family; we 

converse and get along better than we used to.” This example shows that by 

communicating worry, it can lead to changes in a relationship for the better and improve 

communication. However, there were also reports of negative impacts of communicating 

short-term worry. “It put a temporary strain on our relationship, but we eventually 

became very close again. However, we no longer speak for reasons unrelated to this 

event.” is an example of communicating worry leading to a negative result. While there 

were a higher number of positive outcomes than negative, further examination behind 

how the worry was communicated in relationship to the impact is needed.  
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Using thematic analysis to analyze the data this study has addressed the four 

research questions about what short-term worrisome events look like and how the 

participants reacted and their communicative goals and the effectiveness of the their 

communication of that worry. This chapter lays out the foundation of short-term 

worrisome events and how it’s communicated. By creating themes a framework has been 

developed that can be applied to theories in the future. This study has also shown insight 

into the importance of short-term worry and why further research is necessary.
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CHAPTER VI 

DISCUSSION 

 Results from the previous chapter validate the importance of short-term worry in a 

communication context. People do experience this type of worry and try to communicate 

short-term worry with a variety of goals in mind. Identifying those goals and being able 

to cognitively restructure his/her worry before expressing it to the worrier to align with 

those goals, can make the communicated message more effective and help meet his/her 

goals. These short-term worrisome events, even though short in time, can have long 

lasting effects on close relationships, even to the point of threatening the relationship as a 

whole. It is important to communicate the worry in a way that will achieve the worrier’s 

goal as well as improve the relationship.   

 The purpose of this study was to gain a better understanding of what short-term 

worrisome events looked liked, how people communicated their worry, the goals behind 

their communication, and whether or not their communicated message helped achieve 

their goals. By having participants describe a short-term worrisome event, thematic 

analysis was used to see if there were common types of short-term worrisome events. 

This study identified five common events: finances, dangerous situation, relationship 

status, health, and lack of communication. Based on previous literature on worry, some of 

the themes were to be expected. The Worry Domains Questionnaire (Tallis et al., 1992) 
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had two similar results, relationships and financial status, to what this study produced. 

Whether long-term or short-term, people worry about finances and their relationships. 

Health is another constant when discussing worry. Earlier research was based on mental 

health, and in this study participants were also worried about the health of others.  

The second research question addressed how the participants communicated their 

worry. While some chose to communicate their worry directly to the person causing the 

worry, others found different methods, such as control emotion, have an emotional 

response, gather information, or take action. The dichotomy of controlling emotion 

versus having an emotional response to a short-term worrisome event would be 

interesting to further explore. Examining what goals people have when regulating their 

emotion and its results, could help people change the way they communicate worry in 

order to succeed in their goal. Emotion regulation has not been directly studied with 

worry but this study has discovered that people apply it when deciding how to 

communicate worry. Gathering information is another way people communicate their 

worry. Information seeking tendencies has been related to worry along with uncertainty 

(Smith & Ellsworth, 1985). This need to seek information due to the uncertainty of the 

short-term worrisome event can stem from different aspects of uncertainty: uncertainty of 

relationship status, uncertainty of well-being, and uncertainty of feelings of the person 

causing the worry. As stated in the literature, if the worry is not relieved, it could create 

more worry (Knobloch & Soloman, 2005) and could eventually lead into a more 

ruminative worry or more extreme information-seeking tendencies.  

Research question three had the participants identify the goals they had behind 

communicating their worry: alleviating personal worry, showing concern for other, 
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change behavior, not address the worry, look good, and validate the relationship. Samp 

and Soloman (1998) also identified similar goals to communicating in problematic events 

that could be applied to future research. The last research question asked the participants 

to discuss whether or not communicating their worry helped achieve their goals. Overall, 

the results were positive that communicating worry helped achieve the worrier's goal. It 

was interesting to note that in some cases, communicating the worry put a strain on the 

relationship. 

Theoretical Implications  

 While this study did not include a theoretical framework into the study itself 

because of the newness of the subject, after this initial study, there are a few theories that 

would make an interesting application to short-term worry. Appraisal and regulation 

theory are two theories that have strong connections to short-term worrisome events. 

Participants identified that during the short-term worrisome event, they did different 

things to help regulate their worry, such as information seeking or trying to suppress their 

emotion. They would check the weather or road conditions as well as call other close 

relationships for information. Others incorporated suppression, concealing their emotions 

in order to not create more worry in the person that caused it, especially during health-

related short-term events. By applying appraisal theory, a person may overreact to a 

short-term worrisome event and then have to use reappraise the situation (Mancillia et al. 

2009). During a short-term worrisome event, a person may overreact but then reevaluate 

the situation at a later time. This was seen in the goal to alleviate personal worry and 

express emotion. A person may also look to others to see how worried he/she should be a 

reappraise the situation and their feelings towards it.  
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 Another theory to use when examining short-term worrisome events is 

expectation violation theory. This study did not address the participants’ expectations of 

the person even though it was implied that they experienced short-term worry because the 

person violated their expectations in some way. The person that caused the worry did 

something unintentional or intentional that was different from the norm, causing a person 

to worry and become more emotional (Burgoon & Hale, 1988). By examining 

expectations in close relationships, deeper insight into what causes short-term worry can 

be gained.   

Based on the criteria by Mancillias et al. (2009) worry is a secondary emotion. 

Worry is learned from cultural and societal norms and it is expressed by using primary 

emotions. It can be comprised of anger, fear, and sadness. Some short-term worry is 

based on social cues and the modern ability to reach anyone at any given time. Looking 

at how people communicate worry, especially on a short-term basis when emotions are 

high can lead to a stronger understanding of emotions and emotion expression. Emotional 

expression in relationship to worry has been defined as the ability or inability to control 

negative feelings (Ruscio & Barkovec, 2004). The results showed that sometimes the 

goal was to emotionally express worry and alleviate the worry of the worrier, while other 

times it was to not show emotion. The goal to not show emotion may be to keep the 

person that caused the worry calm in a short-term worrisome situation. Active worry was 

seen as being more positive (Davey, 1993) than rumination. Short-term worry situations 

led to more action being taken helped mitigate the worry and overall had a more positive 

result that not addressing the worry. So while the term “worry” may be seen as negative, 

positive results can occur. The results showed that in some cases it strengthened 
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relationship and helped people communicate more. The next section will examine the 

practical implications of this study. 

Practical Implications  

 The practical side to this study is that it allows for self-reflection on individual 

instances where a person could choose a more effective way to communicate their worry 

to match their goals. Participants in the study reflected on whether or not they felt that 

their communication of their short-term worry helped achieve their goal. While the 

majority of the participants felt that it did help achieve their goal, it did not always have a 

positive impact on the relationship, in some cases, putting an extra strain on the  

relationship. Awareness of how a person communicates emotional stress, such as short-

term worry, can help people restructure how they present their worry and have more 

positive impacts on relationships. This study hopes to bring more awareness of short-term 

worry and how people communicate their worry. By identifying the goals behind the 

communication, further reflection and message restructuring can help people 

communicate more effectively. By cognitively identifying the worrier’s primary goal 

versus the secondary goals; they can create a message that will lend to the success of the 

primary goal. The goals-plans-actions model discusses how goals influence the nature of 

interpersonal communication and use a three step sequence to communicate goals 

(Dillard, 2004). By applying this method when faced with a short-term worrisome 

situation, it could help structure messages to be more effective. When a short-term 

worrisome event occurs, the worrier could identify the goals they hope to achieve, plan 

how they intend to communicate those goals, and decide to how/when to communicate 

the worry that was caused with their goals in mind.  
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Future Research  

As stated, this study is a foundation into examining short-term worry and 

communicative responses to short-term worry. Samp and Solomon (1998) examined 

communicative responses in close relationships to problematic events. Their findings 

indicated that there are multiple goals when communicating a response to a problematic 

event (Samp & Solomon, 1998). However, certain message goals were more important to 

respondents of the study than other goals; “accepting fault” was the goal with the highest 

response while “avoiding addressing the event” was the least prevalent goal of the 

respondents (Samp & Solomon, 1998). These concepts were seen in short-term 

worrisome events as well, such as avoiding addressing the event. Further development 

with these ideas could help propel the study of short-term worry forward. Using this 

study along with Samp and Solomon’s work could gain more insight into short-term 

worry.  

This study also did not look at the person who caused the worry to find out if it 

was intentional or not. It would be interesting to look at people who use short-term worry 

to control a situation or relationship. They may know the person they are in a close 

relationship has a tendency to worry so they purposely create these situations for their 

advantage in the relationship. A person could intentionally cause short-term worry to get 

a significant other to express their feelings, make them forget a fight, or change the 

worrier’s behavior. 

Emotional expression could also be a form of manipulation in a short-term 

worrisome event. Instead of calmly discussing the worry, a person could chose to express 

their worry with stronger emotions to achieve their goal. Being overtly sad or angry in the 
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situation could help achieve compliance quicker than a calm discussion. If the person that 

caused the worry feels guilty about causing a strong emotion in the other person, it may 

be easier for the worrier to achieve their goals. It could also make the worrier look better 

because they were so emotional about the situation. If they overreact in the eyes of the 

person that caused the worry, it could have a negative impact on the worriers goals and 

the relationship.  

The person who experienced the worry could also use impression management 

when communicating their worry. Impression management is process of trying to control 

others’ perceptions (Leary, 1995). They could be communicating worry to make 

themselves look good in the situation or to try to be the “caring” person or the person 

more invested in the relationship. Using a short-term worrisome event to shape 

perceptions or manipulate the relationship could be another area to examine.   

While furthering the validity of what short-term worrisome events and the goals 

behind communicating that worry, there are other directions this study laid the 

foundation. This study focused on close relationships because of the stronger emotional 

link and potentially higher frequency of short-term worrisome situations; however, 

applying this knowledge to other types of relationships would be beneficial. Short-term 

worrisome events occur in other areas of people’s lives, such as social situations and at 

work. People may experience short-term worry when out running errands and getting a 

flat tire, or their credit card being declined. At work, if your boss wishes to speak to you 

privately, it can cause short-term worry due to the uncertainty of the situation. How 

people cope in these situations has yet to be examined as well as how they communicate 

this worry.  
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Limitations  

 This study also had some limitations. It was an online survey that had seventy 

participants. While that allowed for a thematic analysis and a basic understanding of 

short-term worry, further exploration into the area could help create a better 

understanding of short-term worry and its importance. Talking to participants face-to-

face would have allowed for further development of ideas instead of only being able to 

glean information from the text written by the participants. The participants self-reported 

on events they perceived to have caused short-term worry and a retrospective analysis of 

how they responded and the goals. These events and communicated responses may have 

been altered to reflect the person describing the event in a more positive light. Also, 

while the age range was broad, the diversity of ethnics was limited as well as having a 

higher ratio of females to males. The study is a good starting point for a closer look into 

short-term worry in a more diverse spectrum.  

Conclusion  

 While worry is not new, worry in a short-term context is and this research is just 

the start to fully understanding how people communicate their worry and the goals they 

hope to achieve by communicating their worry in short-term settings. Expressing short-

term worry can be difficult and communicating it in an effective manner, even harder. 

Learning how individuals respond to short-term worrisome events and their goals can 

help lead to further understanding of short-term worry and make people more cognitive 

of how their responses are being received.  

 The purpose of this study was to gain a better understanding of short-term 

worrisome events. Virtually unstudied, this opens options for further research into short- 
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term worry and also demonstrated the validity of worry in a short-term context. It looked 

at broader areas of worry and transformed it into a new area to explore when examining 

how people communicate worry. Overall this study helped define what short-term 

worrisome events are, different themes of the communicative responses, and goals behind 

communicating worry in short-term worrisome events.
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APPENDIX A 

 

SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE 

 

Dear Participants, I am a graduate student at the School of Communication at Illinois 

State University. I am conducting a research study to explore worry in a communication 

context. The survey consists of demographic questions and open ended questions that 

will take approximately 10 to 15 minutes to complete. The open ended questions will ask 

the participant to describe an event in which you were worried and how that worry was 

expressed. Your results will be analyzed for use in a Master's Thesis. The committee 

chair is Dr. Lance Lippert of the School of Communication faculty at Illinois State 

University. You must be at least18 years old to participate in this study. The survey is 

completely voluntary and anonymous. You will not be penalized if you choose to 

withdraw from the survey at any time with no risk or penalty to yourself. Although there 

may be no direct benefit to you, the possible benefit of your participation is future 

understanding of how worry is used and the effects of expressing worry in different ways. 

If you have any questions regarding this survey or your participation in this study, you 

may contact the researcher via e-mail: psteska@ilstu.edu (Pamela Steskal). Thank you for 

your participation in this study. If you have any questions about your rights as a 

subject/participant in this research, or if you feel you have been placed at risk, you can 

contact the Research Ethics & Compliance Office at Illinois State University at (309) 
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438-2529. I have read and understand the description and purpose of the study and I 

hereby give my consent to participate. 

1. Describe a short-term worrisome event you experienced involving someone you are 

close to (friend/family/significant other). 

2. Who is involved? 

3. What is your relationship with the individual? 

4. How long have you been in relationship? (drop down) 

a. Less than a year ___  1-3 years____ 3-10 years____ 10+ years____ 

5. What was your response? 

6. What were you trying to achieve? 

7. Do you feel like your response helped you achieve your goal? 

8. How worried were you (could be drop down) 

a. Not Worried Somewhat Worried Very Worried 

9. What was the individual’s reaction or response? 

10. What did this do to the relationship? 

11. How did the exchange make you feel?  

12. How did it deal with the worry? 

13. What did it do to your relationship? 

Demographic questions 

1. Sex:  Male_____    Female _____ 

2. Age: ____ (years) 
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3. Ethnicity: 

 Black/Non-hispanic ____ Asian or Pacific Islander ____ 

 White/Non-hispanic ____ American Indian or Alaskan Native ____ 

 Hispanic ____   Other ____
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APPENDIX  B 

RECRUITMENT FORM 

A Study of Expressing Worry  

I am a graduate student at the School of Communication at Illinois State University. I am 

conducting a research study to explore worry in a communication context. You are 

invited to participate in research that examines situations in which worry is evoked, how 

it is expressed, and the goals of expressing worry. Participation in this study is 

completely voluntary and anonymous. The survey will take approximately 10 to 15 

minutes to complete. If you are interested in participating in the study and you are at least 

18 years of age or older, follow the link below to access the electronic questionnaire at 

SelectSurvey.  

http://20.selectsurvey.net/pamelasteskal/TakeSurvey.aspx?SurveyID=p2KH4m6  

Thank you for your participation,  

Pamela Steskal  
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