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Description

Health anxiety is characterized by a preoccupation with 
having or acquiring a serious illness, and a high level of 
anxiety about health. People with health anxiety will 
engage in excessive health-related behaviors, such as 
checking their body for signs of illness, or will avoid 
situations or stimuli that are perceived as anxiety-
provoking. 

The cognitive behavioral model of health anxiety 
describes which factors play an important role in the 
development and maintenance of health anxiety. 
Cognitive factors include the overestimation of the 
probability of having or developing a serious illness, 
overestimation of the seriousness of an illness, and 
misinterpretations of body sensations / functions / 
appearance as indications of serious illness. Safety 
seeking behaviors are also important in health anxiety 
and include avoidance (of hospitals, sick people, blood, 
reminders of illness, thought suppression, distraction), 
checking (of one’s body & bodily functions, of one’s 
memory), information seeking (via repeated medical 
consultations and tests, searches for information), 
and reassurance seeking (from professionals, through 
searches for information). 

This model of health anxiety uses a ‘vicious flower’ 
format with ‘preoccupation with health or illness’ as the 
central feature. Maintaining ‘petals’ include cognitive 
factors (such as appraisals of symptoms, or worry), and 
behavioral factors including avoidance, checking, and 
reassurance-seeking. This pack comprises two versions 
of the model: one describing the main features, and 
another demonstrating a case example.
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Instructions

This is a Psychology Tools information handout. 
Suggested uses include:

• Client handout – a psychoeducation resource.

• Discussion point – to provoke a discussion and 
explore your client’s beliefs.

• Therapist learning tool – to improve your familiarity 
with a psychological construct.

• Supervision tool – to develop formulations and 
knowledge.

• Teaching resource – a learning tool during training.

References

Furer, P., Walker, J. R., Stein, M. B. (2007). Treating health anxiety and fear of death. New York: Springer Publishers.

Rachman, S. (2012). Health anxiety disorders: A cognitive construal. Behaviour Research and Therapy, 50(7-8), 502-512. 

Salkovskis, P. M., & Warwick, H. (2001). Making sense of hypochondriasis: A cognitive theory of health anxiety. In Health 
anxiety: Clinical and research perspectives on hypochondriasis and related conditions (pp. 46-64). Wiley.

Salkovskis, P. M., Warwick, H. M. C., Deale, A. C. (2003). Cognitive-Behavioral Treatment for Severe and Persistent Health 
Anxiety (Hypochondriasis). Brief Treatment and Crisis Intervention, 3, 353-367.

Stern, R., Drummond, L. (1991). Behavioural and cognitive psychotherapy. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 P

au
l G

re
en

 o
n 

20
23

-1
1-

03
 a

t 2
2:

34
:3

9.
 C

us
to

m
er

 ID
 c

us
_O

q8
E

D
zp

N
qi

2e
dn



Health Anxiety Formulation

PSYCHOLOGYT     LS ®
Copyright © 2018 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.

Trigger:
External event or
internal symptom

Preoccupation
with health or

illness problem

Checking
behavior

Increased
physiological

arousal

Mental activity such
as worry, or appraisal of

symptoms as indications of
serious illness

Reassurance
seeking

Avoidance
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Trigger:
External event or
internal symptom

Preoccupation
with health or

illness problem

Checking
behavior

Increased
physiological

arousal

Mental activity such
as worry, or appraisal of

symptoms as indications of
serious illness

Reassurance
seeking

Avoidance

Notice a ‘whooshing’

sound in my ears.

My blood pressure is

too high and I’ll have

a stroke and die.

Avoid exercise. 

Don’t go too far

from a hospital.

Pay close attention

to the ‘whooshing’

noise and any other

body symptoms

which might

indicate danger.

Feel tense and ‘on edge’.

Can’t relax or enjoy myself.

Speak to the doctor.

Check online.

Annoy my partner.

Engage in lots of

“what if ... ?” thoughts.
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Terms & conditions
This resource may be used by licensed members of Psychology Tools and their clients. Resources must be used in accordance with our terms and conditions which 
can be found at: https://www.psychologytools.com/terms-and-conditions/

Disclaimer
Your use of this resource is not intended to be, and should not be relied on, as a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. If you are suffering 
from any mental health issues we recommend that you seek formal medical advice before using these resources. We make no warranties that this information is 
correct, complete, reliable or suitable for any purpose. As a professional user, you should work within the bounds of your own competencies, using your own skill and 
knowledge, and therefore the resources should be used to support good practice, not to replace it.

Copyright
Unless otherwise stated, this resource is Copyright © 2023 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.

Psychology Tools develops and publishes evidence-based psychotherapy resources. We support mental health 
professionals to deliver effective therapy, whatever their theoretical orientation or level of experience.

Our digital library encompasses information handouts, worksheets, workbooks, exercises, guides, and audio skills-
development resources. 

Our tools are flexible enough to be used both in-session and between-session, and during all stages of assessment, 
formulation, and intervention. Written by highly qualified clinicians and academics, materials are available in digital and 
printable formats across a wide range of languages.

Resource details
Title: Health Anxiety Formulation
Type: Information Handout
Language: English (US) 
Translated title: Health Anxiety Formulation

URL: https://www.psychologytools.com/resource/health-anxiety-formulation
Resource format: Professional
Version: 20230721
Last updated by: JP
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