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The Metacognitive Model of GAD
A formulation of how worry is maintained in Generalised Anxiety Disorder (GAD)

BEHAVIOUR
Unhelpful behaviours (e.g. avoidance, safety

behaviours, reassurance seeking). ↔
THOUGHT CONTROL

Attempts to control or suppress worry and related
thoughts (e.g. thought suppression, distraction,

rumination).

↔
EMOTION

Increased anxiety and heightened threat
monitoring (e.g. feeling tense, on edge, more alert

to potential danger).

Understanding the Model

What Makes This Metacognitive?

The focus is not only on the content of worry, but on
beliefs about worry and how a person responds to it.

It is these metacognitive beliefs and responses that
are thought to maintain GAD.

Positive Metacognitive Beliefs
(Examples)

Negative Metacognitive Beliefs
(Examples)
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A Self-Perpetuating
Process

Worry can become self-
perpetuating as the thoughts,
strategies, behaviours and
emotions interact and keep the
metacognitive beliefs activated.

Feeds back into the trigger and
positive beliefs above

Emotional Feedback

Increased anxiety feeds back and
strengthens Type 1 worry, making it
more likely that metacognitive
beliefs are activated again.

Loops back into Type 1 worry
above

"Worry helps me prepare."–

"If I worry, I can prevent problems."–

"Worry helps me cope."–

"Thinking about it repeatedly will help me find a

solution."

–

"My worry is uncontrollable."–

"Worry could be harmful."–

"If I can't stop worrying, something bad will

happen."

–

"My worrying means there must be a real danger."–

TRIGGER
An internal or external event (e.g. a thought, feeling, situation).

POSITIVE METACOGNITIVE BELIEFS
Beliefs about the usefulness of worry (e.g. "Worry helps me prepare", "If I worry, I

can prevent problems").

Leads to the use of worry as a strategy.

TYPE 1 WORRY
Worry about external events or non-cognitive events (e.g. "What if something

goes wrong?").

NEGATIVE METACOGNITIVE BELIEFS
Beliefs about the uncontrollability and danger of worry (e.g. "My worry is

uncontrollable", "Worry could be harmful").

Increases concern about worry itself.

TYPE 2 WORRY (META-WORRY)
Worry about worry itself, including appraisals of its uncontrollability and danger

(e.g. "Why can't I stop worrying?", "What if my worry makes me ill?").


