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206 — Friday Fix: An Effective Tool for Dealing with 
Catastrophic Thoughts 

 

Welcome to The Verywell Mind Podcast! I’m Amy Morin, editor-in-chief of Verywell 
Mind. I’m also a psychotherapist and a best-selling author of four books on mental 
strength.  

And in case you haven’t heard, my fifth book is hitting the shelves soon! The 13 Things 
Mentally Strong People Don’t Do Workbook goes on sale in February, but you can pre-
order it now.  

You’re listening to The Friday Fix. Every Friday, I share a quick mental strength strategy 
that can help fix the thoughts, feelings, and actions that can hold you back in life. 

And the fun part is we record the show from a sailboat in the Florida Keys! 

Don’t forget to subscribe to us on your favorite platform so you can get mental strength 
tips delivered to you every single week.  

Now let’s dive into today’s episode! 
  
Today I’m talking about catastrophic thoughts and an effective strategy for dealing with 
them. 
 
We all have catastrophic thoughts sometimes. It might involve exaggerating how awful 
something in the past was. Like maybe you said something in a meeting at work and 
two days later you’re still thinking about how stupid you sounded and you imagine that 
everyone now laughs at you. 
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Or maybe you have a catastrophic thought about the future. Like you predict that your 
stomach ache is a sign of internal bleeding and you’re going to die. But if you go to the 
hospital to get help, you’ll rack up bills so high you’ll end up homeless and destitute. 
 
You may also have catastrophic thoughts about your inability to cope with something. 
Perhaps you’ve even said things like, “I’d die if something like that ever happened to 
me,” when you see a tragic event on the news. Or maybe every time you imagine 
launching your own business, you begin to think about all the things that could go 
wrong–and how you’d be so anxious you wouldn’t be able to function.  
 
We all have catastrophic thoughts sometimes. They’re those thoughts that are 
exaggeratedly negative. But, they cause us to feel really awful. 

And they can’t prevent us from taking helpful action.  

Sometimes we don’t take action because we’re too busy thinking about all the horrible 
what…if scenarios. 

What if I mess up? What if I embarrass myself? What if I lose all my money?  

So rather than spend your time preparing for something or increasing your chances of 
success, you’re likely to waste your time thinking about awful things. 

Catastrophic thoughts can also prevent you from living a full life. After all, if you envision 
everything you do ending in disaster, you might not dare take many risks in life.  

Even small risks might seem overwhelming.  

Before I explain my favorite strategy for dealing with catastrophic thoughts, let’s talk 
about why they occur. 

Essentially our brains are hardwired to look for danger. That’s a good thing. Your brain 
tells you that if you step into oncoming traffic, you will likely get run over and that 
thought likely encourages you to look both ways before you cross the street. 

So the realistic ones can be helpful. The problem is our brains can sometimes look for 
so much danger that they prevent us from enjoying life because we’re constantly 
imagining horrible things happening.  

Or, our thoughts become so unrealistic–yet so believable–that we struggle to be 
rational.  
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While you don’t necessarily need a diagnosable mental health condition to experience 
catastrophic thoughts, they are common in certain mental health issues, like anxiety 
disorders and PTSD. 

Traumatic experiences can also cause you to catastrophize things.  

After losing my mom, my husband, and my father-in-law in a relatively short period of 
time, my brain became convinced that everyone around me was about to die. If 
someone had a headache, my brain would tell me they probably have an inoperable 
brain tumor. Or if someone was running late, my brain automatically go to the worst 
case scenario–that they were in a lethal car accident.  

Fortunately, as a therapist, I knew that catastrophic thinking was normal given my 
circumstances and I reminded myself my brain wasn’t always right. That worked to keep 
the anxiety at a more tolerable level at least some of the time. 

Sometimes, experiences where you felt blindsided–even if they weren’t traumatic–can 
lead to catastrophic thoughts because your brain wants you to be better prepared for 
danger in the future. So if you were fired from your job and you didn’t see it coming, at 
your next job, your brain will be on high alert for signs that you might get fired. If you get 
an email from your boss asking to meet, you might automatically assume you’re about 
to be fired. Or if you’re not invited to a certain meeting, you might start thinking about all 
the reasons why they don’t want you working on that project–and decide that it’s a 
surefire sign that you’re about to be fired. 

In some cases, those catastrophic thoughts might become a self-fulfilling prophecy. 
Someone who is terrified of being fired might not be effective at their job–and their 
constant need for reassurance that they’re doing good work might actually cause them 
to get fired. 

I’ve worked with a lot of therapy clients over the years on strategies for managing 
catastrophic thoughts.  

This one man in particular was in his early 40s and he lived with his mom. He said he 
lived with her so he could help her out around the house as she got up there in age but 
he’d never actually moved out of her house. 

He struggled with catastrophic thoughts about everything. So other than to go to work, 
he rarely went anywhere or did anything.  

If he had an opportunity to do something fun, he would imagine something bad 
happening–like what if I got a flat tire after dark and I don’t have any phone reception? 
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He didn’t work on advancing his career either. He had a college degree but had a job 
that didn’t require any education. He was encouraged to become a supervisor but he 
refused because he imagined he’d mess things up and then get fired. 

To prevent those catastrophes from happening, he didn’t do anything that he thought 
might be even the slightest bit risky. 

That didn’t  completely prevent all of his catastrophic thoughts. He still spent a lot of 
time thinking about getting into a car accident or his mother falling down and hurting 
herself when he was at work.  

He originally started therapy with me because he felt depressed. But the reason he was 
depressed is because he never did anything challenging. He didn’t have any fun and he 
never tested what he was capable of. 

He went to such great lengths to reduce or prevent anxious feelings. And the reason he 
was anxious all the time was because he entertained his catastrophic thoughts.  

In therapy, I encouraged him to start playing the script until the end. It’s a strategy that 
helped him manage his catastrophic thoughts. 

So when he worried about going out at night because he was afraid he’d get a flat tire, I 
asked, “What would you do if you had a flat tire?” He said he might try to change it 
himself. So I asked, then what would you do? He said if he couldn’t change it, he’d call 
someone to help him. And if he happened to be in a rural area that didn’t get phone 
reception, he’d either walk to a gas station or he’d wait for someone to stop and offer to 
help him.  

When I asked how bad those things would be, he acknowledged that those things would 
be inconvenient but they wouldn’t be horrible.  

Yet, he’d spent years avoiding so many things because he thought a flat tire would be a 
complete disaster. He’d never taken the time to think about how he’d actually handle it. 

Playing the script through until the end is a therapy strategy we use often in therapy. 

When someone says they want to launch a business but they doubt they will earn much 
money, we play the script through until the end–what would happen if they didn’t get 
any customers? They may have to close down or they might struggle to pay the bills. 

They might say the worst case scenario is they’d lose their home–but they could find a 
new job if they had to and a new place to live. Although that’d be difficult, it’s not the end 
of the world. 
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Sometimes, people are imagining their inability to cope–or a loved one’s inability to 
cope with a tragic event. I once worked with a woman who took care of her elderly 
parents. She knew they weren’t going to live forever and she’d say, “I won’t be able to 
handle it when they die.”  

So even though it was uncomfortable and kind of morbid to play that script through to 
the end, we did it.  

She imagined what life would be like for her when her parents were gone. She pictured 
herself being very sad and crying a lot for a long time. But then I asked her to imagine 
what her life might be like 1 year down the road. And she could see herself getting on 
with life by focusing on her career, her friends, and her home. And then I asked her to 
imagine herself five years down the road. By then, she could see herself having fun 
traveling and spending time in nature and loving life again.  

Playing the script through to the end in her case helped her see that while yes it would 
be painful if she lost her loved ones, she could go on and create a happy life for herself 
in the future.  

So when you experience catastrophic thoughts, try playing the script though to the end. 
Ask yourself, what would I do if that thing I fear actually happened? Then, ask yourself 
how bad would that be? Keep in mind, you might have to think far into the future – like 
months or even years down the road to see that you can recover from whatever 
catastrophe might come your way.  

Reminding yourself that while something be hard or painful at first–but you can cope 
with it–helps take a lot out of the sting of those catastrophic thoughts.  

There are other strategies that can help too–like scheduling time to worry. That’s 
something we discussed on our show before. To hear more about that, check out 
episode 196- 3 Ways to Declutter Your Mind. In that episode, we discuss how to set 
aside time each day to worry. Doing so might train your brain to contain your 
catastrophic thoughts to just 15 minutes each day.  

Remember, you can’t prevent catastrophic thoughts from happening. But you can 
control how you respond to them. And playing the script through to the end is an 
effective way to prevent them from having too much power over your feelings and your 
behavior.  

So give it a try this week. Whenever you have a catastrophic thought, play the script 
through to the end and see what happens. You might find it helps you cope with all 
those what…if scenarios a lot better.  
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If you know someone who could benefit from learning how to deal with catastrophic 
thoughts, share this show with them. Simply sharing a link to this episode could help 
someone feel better and grow stronger. 
 
Do you want free access to my online course? It’s called “10 Mental Strength Exercises 
That Will Help You Reach Your Greatest Potential.” To get your free pass, all you have 
to do is leave us a review on Apple Podcasts or Spotify. Then, send us a screenshot of 
your review. Our email address is podcast@verywell.com.  We’ll reply with your all-
access pass to the course. 
 
Thank you for hanging out with me today and listening to The Verywell Mind Podcast! 
And as always, a big thank you to my show’s producer (who doesn’t worry too much 
about catastrophic events), Nick Valentin 


