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Dedicated to the brain— for without mine, I couldn’t help yours
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If you’ve just picked up this book, I’m working on the assumption that overthinking is causing you a few problems.


If it is, then you’re in exactly the right place.









AUTHOR’S NOTE


The Book of Overthinking is essentially a sequel to my earlier book, The Book of Knowing. Both books are grounded in the theory of cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), recognised as the state-of-the-art treatment methodology for mood and anxiety conditions.


The most important emphasis of this approach is to teach people about how they think, and in doing so provide tools and strategies to better manage how they feel. The focus of The Book of Knowing was to address the needs of teens and young adults, struggling with the overwhelming feelings which we know have a direct link to ever-increasing youth mental health problems. Although it was pitched to younger people, the content was, and still is, helpful to people of all ages.


In my clinic I have seen the magic of The Book of Knowing change the lives of many young people for the better. What I have also become aware of in my clinical life is that the majority of adult clients I see are struggling with worry or, as it is commonly known, ‘overthinking’.


Hence, The Book of Overthinking is geared more to adult readers, though, as was the case with Knowing, the knowledge and practical techniques are ageless.


I enticed my lovely illustrators Gabi and Georgia and designer Megan into doing another book with me, as I believe grown-ups love comic books as much as kids do. So have a laugh and learn along the way.
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CHAPTER ONE


OVERTHINKING: A DEFINITION





 




overthink (verb) to think too much about (something): to put too much time into thinking about or analysing (something) in a way that is more harmful than helpful. (Merriam-Webster online dictionary)





Out of the many definitions I found of overthinking, I warmed to this one the most, because it describes the act in very simple terms. It also highlights the potential to be harmful that overthinking has.


Everyone overthinks things once in a while. However, there are those individuals—perhaps you are one of them—who find it quite impossible to shut down the constant onslaught of unwanted thoughts. There are two distinct forms of this type of inner monologue:




1. Ruminating, which involves rehashing the past.


• I shouldn’t have made that comment in the meeting last week.


• I shouldn’t have left my last job. If I had stayed, I would be much happier than I am now.


• I shouldn’t have eaten that piece of cake at the party yesterday. Now I am going to be fat forever.





These thought patterns are closely associated with regret and guilt.




2. Worrying, which is when you consistently make negative, catastrophic predictions about the future.


• When I hand in my report to the boss, she will think it is hopeless and then I will be handed my notice. Then I won’t be able to pay my mortgage, I’ll lose the house and won’t be able to provide for my family.


• And so on, and so forth.
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Worrying about potential future disasters creates fear and anxiety.


Being plagued by either or both of these types of overthinking can leave you in a state of constant anguish.


On a lighter note, it is our ability to think that makes us human. It is natural to get absorbed by what we are doing and think about those things. However, if overthinking leads you into a downward spiral of negative, destructive thoughts then, ‘Houston, we have a problem.’


Once this process occurs, you begin to create problems that aren’t there. Subsequently, you begin to believe and feel that those problems are real and valid. As a result of these beliefs, you then begin to worry and feel anxious. The thoughts then become paralysing, and impede your ability to problem-solve.


The other definition of overthinking which I like comes from the online Urban Dictionary:





 




overthinking a great way to f@ck everything up. #complicated #bullshit #hard #f@ck #hate it





Not too far off the mark, I say!


All jokes aside, however, I believe that the more knowledge you have about what you are experiencing, the closer you are to managing those unwanted thoughts and experiences.


SHOULD I BE CONCERNED


ABOUT MY OVERTHINKING?


People often ask me if all overthinking is harmful. In my opinion, no. Sometimes we can become engrossed in thought, and be stimulated by that experience—like we have been hypnotised, losing track of time in an almost trance-like state. I guess we could liken this to daydreaming or mind-wandering.


Here are a few examples:


You have just fallen in love, and you find yourself thinking about that person all day. You may even dream about them at night. (I guess that’s day- and night-dreaming.)


Is that problematic? No. Most people love that experience and find it enjoyable and exciting, not anxiety-provoking.


Your wedding is coming up. You want your hair and dress to be just right, so you think about options and colours all day.


Is that a problem? It can’t be that bad—a lot of people appear to keep getting married, and surviving it!


You’re training for a swimming competition, and you think about your strokes and your breathing constantly.


Problem? Sounds more like a desire to succeed. Athletes live in this psychological domain throughout their careers. It is only when this thought pattern is driven by a fear of failure (and turns into worry) that sports psychologists intervene.


You find yourself constantly thinking about your golf swing or the new recipe you are going to try when your friends come for dinner. Thinking and planning, thinking and planning.


Problem or excitement? I suggest the latter.


The answer lies in how you are thinking. If your thinking goes like this:


OMG I’ve chosen the wrong colours for the bridesmaids. I’m going to look fat in my dress. I should have got the A-line vintage dress and not the chiffon meringue. People are going to think ‘Why is he marrying that fat cow with no dress sense?’


These are the types of thoughts that will create fear and produce toxic over-stimulation.


But if the thinking goes like this:


I am so looking forward to my wedding day. My girls are going to look gorgeous, and so will my hubby-to-be. I love my dress, I love the invites, the venue is perfect . . .


This kind of thinking is pleasurably stimulating, even though you may think about the same topic throughout the day and into the night. Over-thinking, yes—but a problem? I don’t think so.
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One of the things about overthinking that clinicians get concerned about is if it is disturbing your sleep. If you spend all night thinking about your bridesmaids’ dresses, does that make it a problem? Not necessarily. You will probably be exhausted the following night and drift off to sleep with ease, so you have not established a pattern of poor sleep. But fear-based overthinking can create chemicals in the brain that are unhelpful to the system, and result in disturbed sleep.


What I will refer to as positive overthinking activates chemicals in the brain such as dopamine, oxytocin, serotonin and endorphins—all associated with happiness. This means we desire them and, in the extreme, will repeat behaviours that assure access to them. Humans seek endorphin stimulation via exercise, watching comedy, listening to music, engaging in creative pursuits and so on.


However, when the pursuit of pleasure involves behaviours that provide a means to avoid life’s daily problems—e.g. gambling, watching screens, using gaming machines and drinking alcohol—it is not so harmless. (At a conference on compulsive gambling I went to many years ago, the keynote speaker said that the difference between a recreational gambler and a compulsive gambler is that the addict is looking to solve problems through their gambling. This is in contrast to the recreational punter, who is looking for a flutter, a bit of excitement and a night out.)


As you can see from the examples above, not all overthinking is positive. Now let’s take a look at negative overthinking. Studies show that getting stuck in your head, focusing on negative events (and therefore experiencing feelings of regret, self-blame), can be the biggest predictor of some of todays’ most common mental-health problems, such as anxiety and depression. These studies— of which there are millions—introduce us to and educate us on the detrimental health impacts of negative overthinking.


So, the question ‘Should I be concerned about my overthinking?’ has a simple answer:




‘Yes, if it is thinking that gets in the way of your ability to function.’


—DR ROBERT SHIEFF, PSYCHIATRIST AND COGNITIVE BEHAVIOURAL THERAPIST





[image: Illustration]









CHAPTER TWO


THE HARMFUL ASPECTS OF OVERTHINKING





 


 


 


In the clinical world, we are faced with many differing types and forms of what would generically be labelled ‘overthinking’. Overthinking is a popular topic. Dr Google gives you a choice of 24,700,000 listings! (I may add that Googling is also a very popular pastime for the negative overthinker.)


In the process of writing this chapter, I found myself Googling for hours, overthinking the definition of overthinking. Is it positive or negative? Is it worry or is it rumination? Are worry and overthinking the same thing, or are they different, or maybe a little bit the same? Am I overthinking? Yes. As you have read in the previous pages, these things are all inseparably linked.


Overthinking, like so many other clinical terms, has become absorbed into everyday usage. So when you ask people, including my colleagues and clients, whether overthinking and worrying are the same thing, most of them consider the two things to be ‘the same but different’. Sometimes it’s a combination of bits of one and bits of the other. For example:
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I can overthink and it’s fine, then I start to worry. Then I get anxious and then I get worried about being anxious, and then I start to overthink everything and ruminate about what I have been doing and get anxious about what I’m going to do next.


I’m going to make it easier for you—and me, for that matter—and dig myself out of this predicament by describing this complex psychological phenomenon as worrisome overthinking. I think you’ll agree that this term covers most of the bases.


Clinicians tend to concentrate on and label overthinking as rumination, defined as ‘the focused attention on the symptoms of one’s distress, and on its possible causes and consequences, as opposed to its solutions’.


They also acknowledge the relationship between overthinking and anxiety as a union of devilish partners.
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HEALTH ANXIETY: AN EXAMPLE


A classic example of this is health anxiety (which used to be known as hypochondria). ‘Worrisome overthinking’ is the dominant thinking style in health anxiety, but in this instance the focus is on everything to do with health.


It goes a bit like this . . .


You’re getting ready in the morning and are just about to clean your teeth. You floss first, as is your way, and a small amount of blood appears. You send your tongue on a fact-finding mission around your mouth and notice a small lump-like thing. You start to worry—instant feelings of anxiety appear. With a bit of time up your sleeve before you head out into the traffic, you rush to Dr Google for reassurance.


Enter: gum disease. OMG! 103,000,000 results!


Too huge! Narrow the search—quickly, narrow the search.


Enter: gum cancer. Only 37,500,00 results—a bit more accessible. OK, scroll down to signs and symptoms.
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