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For Max, Edie and Bibi – I really hit the jackpot when it came to you three












INTRODUCTION














The overthinking cure



Do you get caught up in anxious thoughts? Do you play over your mistakes and failures in your mind? Do you ruminate over things you’ve said? Or do you get stuck trying to work out where you’ve gone wrong in life, and how to change it? Maybe you can’t shake the thought that you’re no good, or that you’re not measuring up? Perhaps you worry about these endless thought patterns and fear that you’ll never be able to stop them?


If so, you’re suffering from overthinking.


Overthinking is when we put too much time into thinking about something or analysing it in a way that is unhelpful. When we feel unhappy, anxious or stressed, it’s natural to try to think about why, but as we deliberate the issue, we make it more complicated in our minds.


Overthinking can stem from a need to understand things or to resolve something difficult. You want to work out what’s going on and find a solution. It begins with a good intention: perhaps it starts off as a way to try to improve and be on top of problems so you don’t get caught off-guard. It feels like a helpful way to manage anxiety, to improve your mood or to gain a sense of control over the situation you face in life. But, instead of finding clarity, you become trapped in a loop of replaying the same thoughts, and analysing every possible outcome in your mind.


I worked with Olive, who often suffered from overthinking. Her overthinking normally focused on her work life or home life. When she felt overwhelmed by her emotions, she would try to take control by thinking over everything in detail. This would lead her to question herself and the things that she felt she’d got wrong, and her thoughts would play on repeat in an attempt to make her feel less anxious and more in control. Her overthinking was particularly bad when she really cared about the outcome. Olive described to me a job interview she had recently been to: ‘I really wanted the job and I thought the interview had gone well, but I know if I think I’ve done well I won’t get it. I feel like lots of things I’ve wanted in my life haven’t happened, so I don’t want to get my hopes up.’ Olive hated not knowing the outcome of the interview, and she didn’t dare hope it had gone well in case it made it more likely that it wouldn’t work out as she wished. Ultimately, her overthinking left her feeling far more overwhelmed.


A health warning


If you consider yourself to be an overthinker, you are not alone. It’s something we can all relate to. I see it in myself, and in my friends and family, and I come across it often in my work as a therapist.


Overthinking has always been an area that fascinates me. It’s the problem that disguises itself as the solution. Unlike issues such as panic attacks or depression, people often feel ambivalent about letting go of these thinking patterns. Although they recognize the difficulties that overthinking causes, it is also seen as a useful coping strategy, a way of trying to solve problems, with the hope of feeling better or finding certainty. We tell ourselves that, if we just think about something for long enough, we’ll uncover the answer, or we assure ourselves that thinking deeply about things offers the truest meanings and a clearer view of the realities of life. It can feel wrong to put the thinking to one side. You might feel justified in your angry thoughts, you might feel you deserve to have some time feeling sad, but there’s a difference between thinking things through and becoming stuck.


In my clinic, I frequently see overthinking as a precursor to mental health problems and also an offshoot of them, which is why it’s so important to take action and manage the problem before it becomes a bigger issue.


Dr Susan Nolen-Hoeksema,1 a Yale professor who spent her career studying overthinking, called it the ‘secret to unhappiness’. Decades of research corroborate the causal link established by Nolen-Hoeksema and prove that overthinking has multiple negative consequences: it exacerbates problems, magnifies and prolongs negative mood, impairs problem-solving and makes us more pessimistic about the future.


One of the biggest problems for overthinkers is the idea that they should always feel good or happy. The American Psychological Association2 examined two different aspects of pursuing happiness: aspiring to be happy and being concerned about our level of happiness. Over 1,800 participants answered questions about their beliefs about happiness, as well as their psychological wellbeing and depressive symptoms. The study found that the pursuit of happiness, or viewing happiness as an important goal, didn’t have a detrimental impact on wellbeing. However, judging how happy you are and having concerns about personal happiness levels were associated with lower overall life satisfaction and psychological wellbeing, as well as greater depressive symptoms. This related to fears about not measuring up or not being as happy as other people. The research also found that having concerns about our own happiness was associated with greater negativity about positive events. This suggests that having high expectations about how happy we should be can be detrimental, as it makes it more difficult to achieve the level of happiness that we are expecting. This is an idea we’ll be coming back to throughout the book.


The research is clear: those who overthink are unhappier. It might seem like a discrete issue, but it is in fact the common denominator of a multitude of issues. It presents as not just a symptom of many far more serious problems; it is also a root cause.


Overthinking should come with a health warning:3




	• It makes life much harder, because it leaves you feeling frequently overwhelmed, angry, sad, anxious, ashamed or guilty.


	• It takes up huge amounts of your time that would be much better invested elsewhere.


	• It can lead you to live in a constant state of dread.


	• It amplifies your problems.


	• It saps your energy and motivation, impairs your ability to focus and limits your ability to feel joy.


	• It damages self-worth, is linked to low confidence and low self-esteem, and pulls you into problematic comparisons with others.


	• It negatively affects your relationships, because it can make you more reactive and can make it difficult to set boundaries.


	• It makes you more likely to make unwise decisions and engage in problem behaviours like binge-eating, substance misuse and self-harm.


	• It can lead to chronic stress, which in turn can lead to physiological problems such as systemic inflammation, increased cortisol and disrupted sleep.


	• It is strongly associated with perfectionism. Studies have suggested that the higher the level of perfectionism,4 the more psychological disorders you may suffer.


	• It contributes to physical health changes, including higher heart rate, blood pressure and sympathetic nervous system activity. Over time, the corrosive effect of this psychological agitation can lead to higher rates of heart disease, cardiac arrest, stomach ulcers, arthritis, back problems, headaches and chronic pain.


	• It contributes to the onset, maintenance and recurrence of multiple mental health problems, including depression, eating disorders and anxiety disorders such as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), social anxiety, health anxiety, obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) and generalized anxiety disorder (GAD).





It’s important to see that there is nothing good about overthinking! Once you see this clearly (and I mean really know it, beyond a shadow of a doubt) it makes it much, much easier to take the next steps.


The second arrow


Imagine you are hit by an arrow,5 then, a few minutes later, a second arrow comes and strikes in the exact same spot. The first arrow really stings and hurts, but after the second arrow, the pain has not only doubled – it feels ten times more intense.


When we suffer misfortune, two arrows fly our way. The first arrow is the difficult event and the impact it is having on us, physically, mentally, emotionally, economically or socially. This is unavoidable, and it’s natural to feel pain. The second arrow represents our reaction to the bad event. When we experience pain, whether it is physical or mental, it is important that we recognize it, but we must be careful not to amplify our feelings or add more pain and suffering. While we can’t stop the first arrow, it is within our power to control the second.


I love this Buddhist parable, as it sums up overthinking for me. When we don’t feel right and question what’s wrong with us, that’s the second arrow. When we feel depressed and question why these things always happen, or when we get angry and revolt against what’s happened, it’s the second arrow. When we feel things are unfair or when we worry too much and imagine all the worst-case scenarios – you’ve guessed it, it’s the second arrow.


While I’m not suggesting we deny our reaction to suffering, I want to show you how you can avoid the second arrow – and unnecessary suffering – by following my five steps. You have a choice in how you react to a painful situation, and this book will show you how.


I have seen first-hand how freeing yourself from overthinking can have dramatic results. This is why I want to share these ideas with more people – I’ve seen the difference they can make. It’s like letting go of a heavy weight: you will feel lighter and more confident. Fix overthinking, and it won’t just leave you with more capacity, energy and clarity to function and enjoy your day to day – it will radically change your life.










How to use this book: breaking the overthinking habit



The good news is that overthinking can be cured, and I’ll show you how to do so in this book. So often we are told that our problems are because of what we have experienced in the past, our genetic make-up or something else impossible to influence or change. The truth is that the way you deal with life’s ups and downs can be changed. Research shows that thinking patterns are not fixed but are in fact trainable.6 In short, if you work at beating overthinking, you can free yourself from it.


In Part One, I’ll be explaining how overthinking operates and why it’s so difficult to break free from it, alongside why it is so important to learn how to change. I’ll help you to develop a greater awareness of your overthinking and give you a better understanding of yourself. The better you become at recognizing overthinking, the more easily you’ll be able to catch it in action – and when you catch it, you have a choice. Rather than reacting automatically, you can intentionally choose your response and break free from repetitive negative thinking.


In Part Two, I’ll be looking at the why of overthinking. This section details my thoughts on why overthinking has become so prevalent. I’ll look at what’s going on in our brains when we overthink, and why it can be so difficult to stop overthinking once we’ve started. I’ll also be looking at the problems that feed into overthinking, including self-criticism, comparison and our capacity to manage, alongside what we can do to overcome these things.


In the final part of this book, I’ll be introducing you to my five-step plan to cure overthinking for good. I’ll give you the techniques to future-proof your life against overthinking. At the very end of the book, I’ve added an appendix where you’ll find specific advice for problem areas that overthinking loves: health anxiety, social anxiety, people-pleasing, relationships and intrusive thoughts. You can come back to these and use them as a reference for the future.


Here are the five steps we will be going through:




	
Notice the thought.


	
Choose what you let into your spotlight of attention.


	
Challenge your thinking.


	
Accept the reality of how life is.


	
Face your fears to overcome them.





To stop overthinking, you first need to increase your awareness of how it operates. When you notice it, you can choose your response and broaden your ‘spotlight of attention’ (more on this in Chapter Three) to help your brain become unstuck. This will allow you to build new, healthier habits so you can switch overthinking for strategies that actually work. You can then challenge your thinking and move on to acceptance. Finally, I’ll be asking you to face your fears so you can stop avoidance and get back to the things you enjoy.


I’ll also include brief case studies throughout the book. It can be easier to see how overthinking operates when your own emotions aren’t involved, and there can be a relief in seeing that other people think as you do. The better you become at recognizing overthinking in others, the more easily you’ll be able to see it in yourself. The case studies are not specific individuals; they are based on the many people I treat/work with in my clinic and are an amalgamation of the common themes and patterns I see.


Get ready to see things differently


In this book, you will learn that:




	• Overthinking is the problem, not the solution.


	• When you overthink, you are making yourself go through the very experience you are trying to avoid.


	• Thoughts and feelings are not facts.


	• Avoidance is not the answer.


	• Not everything comes back to you.





I will teach you to:




	• Zoom out from your feelings.


	• Boost your mood to disrupt overthinking.


	• Change what you focus on and change how you think and feel for the better.


	• Build new neural pathways in your brain to break the overthinking habit.


	• Do rather than think, and see that experience is the key to emotional development.







My definition of overthinking


When I talk about overthinking, I’m thinking about worry and rumination. Worry tends to be future-focused, while rumination tends to be past-focused. These thinking types overlap, and so the treatment approach for dealing with worry and rumination is the same.


In this book, I will be referring to ‘negative emotions’ or a ‘bad mood’ for ease. I’m thinking of emotions like anger, shame, guilt, sadness, anxiety and low mood. I want to make it clear that, although I’m calling them negative and bad, all emotions are important, and they serve a valuable and useful function in our lives. It’s not about trying to get rid of them; it’s just about ensuring that we don’t get hit by the second arrow.


If you are struggling with overthinking at a level that is causing you significant distress, or you think you may be suffering from an anxiety disorder or depression, it’s worth going to see your doctor. They may suggest seeing a therapist, who can help you put these ideas into practice and support you with whatever you are facing.





How to get the most from this book


The fact you have picked up this book is a brilliant start. It means you hope for things to be different. Hope is the key to change, and it’s an important first step. Yet, to truly break the overthinking habit, you’ll need to do more than just read the book; you’ll need to translate the ideas into your own life and try out all the strategies (yes – all of them).


This is a bit like learning to drive: it’s all very well passing your driving theory test, but that doesn’t teach you how to drive a car. Psychology is the same. The theory is really helpful (and interesting), and a first step towards understanding your mind better, but putting these ideas into practice and carrying out the strategies will really make a difference to how you feel.


I know it’s hard to stop and do the exercises, but it’s only by trying them that you’ll have a chance to see the difference they can make. Try each one for the first time when you are feeling good, as it will be easier to put them into practice. Then, when you really need them, they’ll be more familiar.


The strategies in this book are just an introduction. I want you to think about this as an ongoing project: it’s really about getting to know yourself and seeing what works for you. In each step, I’ll run you through different approaches. There’s no ‘one size fits all’, so you need to work out which ones work best for you.


People are often surprised by the strategies that work best for them and the benefit of trying new things. I am certainly guilty of this. When my husband started cycling, I wasn’t sure about it – the Lycra seemed a bit much to me. But, just before my fortieth birthday, and after yet another running injury, I thought I’d see what all the hype was about and give it a try. Now, cycling is something I love and it’s not an exaggeration to say it’s changed my life. Our natural response is to stick with what we know, but this approach is so limiting. So I want you to try all the strategies in this book, even the ones you think you won’t like. The more you try, the better chance you will give yourself of breaking this debilitating habit.


While I’m all for trying new things, I also believe that you should always reserve the right to change your mind. If a strategy is not working for you, don’t keep going just because you said you would. Stop and try something different. It’s going with what feels right for you at the time that will make the difference.


Make notes


Take time to reflect after reading a chapter or trying a strategy. There are blank pages at the end of this book for note-taking (see here onward). Writing things down lets you keep track of your progress and what’s been helpful. If you prefer using your phone, you could write in the Notes app. Taking notes is a great way to keep hold of any ideas that resonate with you and also a way to gain new perspectives. We learn much more from our experiences when we reflect on what we’ve done.


Make a note of how you feel before you try the strategy, and then make a note of how you feel afterward. This will let you track how you get on and see the difference each strategy makes. You can also look back at your notes the next time you’re facing something difficult as a reminder that you can do it. Holding on to this feeling is key to doing it the next time.


Highlight the strategies you like and the ones that work best for you. You may even want to think about which ones work best for specific issues. If you normally overthink when you’re angry, which strategy is a good replacement for this? Or, if you overthink when you fear how you’re coming across, what can you do instead that works better? The techniques that work best may change depending on the problem or what’s going on in your life.


It’s also important to talk to others about overthinking to actively open up the conversation. You’ll be (pleasantly) surprised by how many people will relate to the way you feel.



Change takes time


When I work with people, I find that they’re able to think differently fairly quickly as long as they’re ready and motivated to change. However, it can take a bit longer for the new habits to really take hold. Give yourself time; things won’t change overnight, but with perseverance you’ll see a huge difference in your life.


Together we will plant the seeds of change, but it is up to you to nurture them, take care of them and bring them into bloom. You will feel uncomfortable at first, but don’t worry. Growth isn’t meant to be comfortable; I’m pushing you out of autopilot and into uncharted territory. You will learn new skills and they will stretch you, but, with regular practice and hard work, you will begin to improve and feel less self-conscious.


Have faith in the process; I promise it will be worth it. Hard as it might be to believe, you’re not so far away from the life you want.


Small steps add up


Consistency is key. My motto is that what we do every day makes the biggest difference. It’s small steps that lead to the greatest change. How we feel is a natural product of all of our choices, but especially the small choices that each of us makes every day. When put together, all these small changes can have a massive impact.


Small steps might not sound so dramatic, but they add up. You don’t set off up a mountain and then suddenly reach the top; it’s many steps that take you to the summit. Remind yourself that, if you do what you need to do today, it will get you to tomorrow, and in the longer term it will get you to where you want to go. Keep this idea with you as you work through the book.


Before you continue, take a minute to think about your reasons for change and write them down:




	• What do you want to gain from this book?


	• What do you hope will be different?


	• What impact would this have on your life?





Well done. You’re ready to begin!










PART I



UNDERSTANDING THE PROBLEM










Chapter 1 
Overthinking is the problem, not the solution!



By the end of this chapter, you will:




	Know what overthinking is and why we do it.


	Understand the difference between abstract and concrete thinking.


	Recognize overthinking is a bad habit and understand why it becomes habitual.


	Appreciate why you can’t think your way out of a negative feeling.


	Understand how doom spirals operate.






What is overthinking?


Overthinking is when our minds get stuck on certain thoughts and feelings, usually negative ones, and we can’t stop thinking about them. They could be things such as worries, replaying events in our minds, or endlessly questioning why something has happened. It’s normal to think things over, to revisit your past, or work through alternative options for a situation, but persistently dwelling on how you’re feeling and your thoughts causes problems, particularly when there’s no escape at night-time and sleep is disrupted.


I’m going to show you that, rather than helping, overthinking magnifies the problem, increases self-focus and creates a vicious cycle amplifying negative moods and thoughts, so we are constantly going over the same feelings or events again and again and again. This type of thinking becomes habitual and out of control, adding to our troubles rather than relieving them. Overthinking is the problem, not the solution!


Why do we overthink?


Thinking through problems is obviously not all bad. In fact, it’s an evolved and adaptive response – the brain is always trying to understand the significance of events and keep us safe from danger. Overthinking is triggered when the brain alerts us to a ‘goal discrepancy’ in our lives. The brain is constantly monitoring and reacting to discrepancies between where we feel we are and where we think we should be, or how we’re feeling emotionally and how we want to feel. This goal discrepancy can be either real or imagined.


Goal discrepancy
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The brain sees the gap as a problem to be solved and tries to work out the best way to bridge it. To do this, we focus on the issue, break it down and analyse the best way to narrow the gap. This can happen consciously or outside our awareness.


It’s human nature to think things over to make sense of them, and when done in the right way, it can be useful. It’s a way to notice something that is off and work through a detailed analysis to solve the problem and close the gap. Or, if we’re working towards a goal, it’s a way to ensure we are making progress and staying on the right path.


This type of analytical thinking is brilliant when it’s concrete, which is when we think about a specific issue and problem-solve solutions with a focus on what’s happened and how to take action. It’s helped us build cities, treat cancer and travel into space. It’s also helpful in our daily lives, whether it helps us with organizing the specifics of our week or taking action on what we need to do. It helps us work on a project, organize childcare, get our cars booked in for a service or train for a marathon. Giving some time and energy to the problem allows you to think of a solution, helping you to move forward.


However, this type of thinking becomes problematic when we shift to abstract thinking, moving from what’s actually happened to overgeneralizations, imagined scenarios and unsolvable thoughts. The initial issue might be a mistake you’ve made, but from there you begin to generalize and think about the fact you always mess up, or that you’re no good at all. Before you know it, you’re thinking about the fact you’re a completely useless person. This is what Frankie often did. Frankie hated making mistakes. She had high expectations for herself and, if she felt she hadn’t done everything she could, she’d blame herself.


When I found out I’d failed my mock exam, I sunk into the lowest mood. I was so cross with myself and I felt ashamed. It was like I was stuck to my bed, just sitting there thinking. I found it impossible to move. I couldn’t stop thinking about it for two days, completely overwhelmed. I couldn’t sleep so I didn’t get a break at night. All I was thinking was, how could I have been so stupid? Going over and over where things went wrong, imagining what other people would think. The thoughts swamped my mind and I couldn’t rationalize them. I got angry at myself for allowing them to run through my head, but I just couldn’t cope.


When we overthink, we focus on the gap between where we feel we are and where we think we should be, finding ourselves at fault for not matching up to our ambitions. Our beliefs also feed into the problem. If we think we should always have a plan a, b, c and d, or that we should be perfect and never feel bad or out of control of life, then this gap will be regularly triggered when we believe that we’re not happy enough or not doing well enough, or that we’re failing at being the person we wish we could be. These goal discrepancies can be thought of as an expectation gap. Our minds are trying to help us make sense of what’s going on so we feel better, but instead they are doing the opposite.


The problem that pretends to be a solution


When we notice a goal discrepancy (we’re not making progress as we’d like to or feeling as good as we believe we should), we believe that the solution is to go over it, so we can understand it, take control, feel better and avoid ever feeling like this again.


Even though overthinking causes lots of problems, many people who overthink don’t tend to see it as intrusive or unwanted. As we’ve already seen, it can arrive in camouflage, pretending to be helpful and coming under the guise of useful thoughts. It promises to lead you to new insights and bring a new understanding to how you’re feeling or to the problems you’re facing.


This is the first and biggest mistake we make. You can’t think your way out of a negative feeling – it’s like digging to get out of a hole. Focusing on the gap in these situations is actually one of the worst things you can do.


Overthinking typically starts with ‘why’ or ‘what’ questions. Why did this problem happen, why am I feeling like this, what is wrong with me, why do these things always happen to me? But when we worry about the future or go over every possible scenario, we then move on to ‘what ifs’. What if I embarrass myself? What if I make the wrong decision and fail?


This type of thinking can trigger a cascade of negative memories and self-critical thoughts, as we dredge up past regrets and imagine future catastrophes. In one sense, our brains are trying to be helpful by looking at the problem from all possible angles. But this highlights all the problems in our lives and leads to us trawling through negative feelings, upsetting memories, bad experiences and potential future problems. We then delve into any potential or perceived problem, making ourselves feel worse. This amplifies the negative feelings we’re already experiencing and drives our mood lower as we consider the future. This is how Ely often felt.


It was my birthday, but I just wasn’t in a good mood. I was just thinking, What’s wrong with me, why am I feeling like this? Why aren’t I happy? I looked back over the past year and, although there’s some stuff I’m happy with, I feel like I’m not enjoying myself. There isn’t much happiness in each day. I shouldn’t be feeling like this all the time. It made me really question if I’m getting my life right. Am I making the most of it?


I’m not sure my work is right anymore; I don’t know if it’s what I should be doing. There are days when it makes me so miserable, and it’s hard working alone and having to motivate myself every day. I’m trying to do all the right things, like seeing my friends, doing my running, but it doesn’t make up for the days when work’s hard and I’m not productive – when I’m sitting at home trying to work and I don’t feel good. If I was doing something I enjoyed more, I’d feel better, but I don’t know what that is. I just feel depressed by being another year older and not having life worked out yet.


If we place an extreme value on happiness and the importance of not experiencing negative emotional states, we are much more likely to overthink like Ely. Our mood then drops lower as we think not only about the initial problem, but every past, present and future problem, too. It’s like being pulled into quicksand.


One psychological study7 created a way to get people to overthink in a lab by asking them to focus on how they were feeling. They split the participants into two groups: the first were classified as low in mood, and the second group were classified as non-depressed (those that felt good). Participants were randomly assigned to spend 8 minutes focusing on their emotions and how their lives were going (the overthinking group) or on descriptions of geographic locations and objects (the distraction group).


The overthinking group were given the following instructions:




	• Think about your level of motivation right now.


	• Think about your goals for the future.


	• Think about how happy or sad you feel right now.


	• Think about your relationship with your family.





The distraction group were asked to:




	• Think about a cool breeze blowing on a warm day.


	• Think about a plane flying slowly overhead.


	• Think about the shape of the Statue of Liberty.


	• Think about the layout of the local shopping mall.





The study found that those participants who were already low in mood became sadder after doing the overthinking task for only 8–10 minutes, whereas those who did the distraction task for the same amount of time became significantly less sad and depressed.


Those who weren’t sad (the non-depressed group) when the study began, showed no mood changes in response to either the overthinking or distraction task. Therefore, thinking about yourself isn’t inherently depressing; it only depresses your mood if you are already feeling low. This is a key idea to hold on to as you work through the book.


Time spent overthinking negatively affects mood
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The overthinking that we thought would help us solve the problem or stop us from feeling so bad is making everything worse. Instead of helping us to move forward, we end up stuck in a negative downward spiral. When we get stuck obsessing about something, it can persist for days, weeks, even months. When it’s really bad, it can be incredibly distressing and overwhelming as these thoughts snowball out of control, gathering momentum.



Overthinking is a bad habit


You’d hope that when you were feeling overwhelmed by overthinking, your mind would jump into gear and start supporting you. Sadly, the overthinking only continues, adding to your problems and making them harder to resolve. Overthinking is best thought of as a bad habit, like vaping or overeating. What starts off as a small release soon becomes habitual and addictive.


Once you begin to overthink, it is self-perpetuating, becoming hardwired into your brain over time (you’ll find out more about this in Chapter Six). Instead of being triggered by a goal discrepancy, we become so practised at this type of thinking that it becomes an automatic response and is triggered any time something goes wrong or we feel bad (due to factors such as negative mood, anxiety, discomfort or tiredness).


What was once a conscious process that we engaged in as a way to take our problems seriously is now out of control. It’s happening all the time, often without us even realizing it. You might also associate certain places with overthinking: just as you might link the refrigerator to thoughts of food, you can link places, like home, to all the jobs that you need to do and haven’t done. Or when you spend time with family, it might trigger memories of the ways you have felt let down by your family in the past. Consequently, it’s easy to fall into passively engaging in overthinking. Your brain thinks it is being useful by reminding you of these things, and your response (to think intensely) automatically kicks in.


Doom spirals


Overthinking is both triggered by low moods and a cause of them. When we’re feeling good, we rarely do a deep-dive analysis into why things are going well. We don’t wake up feeling great and run through all the reasons why. Yet we feel the need to go back over and over the things we got wrong – those embarrassing moments, arguments and perceived criticisms. We question ourselves and what we’re doing with our lives, or compare ourselves to a previous better version: ‘I never used to be this tired, this nervous, or find life this hard.’


When I first met Xiang, she told me how hard things were for her. I could see the pain she was in and how trapped she was by her thinking.


I’ve always felt insecure, especially in my friendships. I just don’t feel like I click with people. I question absolutely everything. ‘Is what I’m wearing OK? Am I coming across in the right way?’ It makes it impossible to look forward to anything. Socializing can feel like a nightmare. Before I go out, I try to prepare as much as I can as a way to feel safe and in control. I make sure I know what’s happening in the news, what other people might be interested in. I try to think of questions and things to talk about. Sometimes I spend so long trying to prepare myself that I make myself really anxious and end up convincing myself not to go.


When I’m there, it’s hard to enjoy seeing people. I feel like I have to come across as fine, and that if I show I’m feeling anxious people will judge me. I don’t feel I can trust just being myself, so I try and adapt myself to what I think other people want me to be. Sometimes I feel like I don’t even know myself anymore. I run through so many scenarios before admitting that I don’t even know what I actually think. I convince myself that whoever I’m talking to is finding me boring or stupid. I feel like if people really knew me, they’d see I wasn’t someone they’d want to know.


I want to be part of the conversation, but I also hate it when everyone looks at me. I feel like they’re all scrutinizing me and what I’m saying, and that they’re not thinking anything good. I can’t bear the embarrassment of standing on my own. I hide in the loo when I can’t face talking to other people and it all gets too much. Or I go on my phone.


Then afterwards, I’m plagued by uncomfortable feelings of how I came across. I replay it in my mind from every angle. I analyse every comment and their body language: ‘When I said that, what did they think? Did they want me to leave? Did I appear closed or rude because I felt so anxious?’ At one point it got so bad that I started drinking before going out to numb the feelings rather than have this constant noise in my head, but the next day the hangxiety made everything ten times worse.


I often avoid saying yes to plans as I just can’t face it. Or I seek reassurance, like ‘Do you actually want me to come? If you’re not in the mood, don’t worry, we don’t have to go.’ I feel insecure about whether people actually like me or if I’m bothering people, so I’m always apologizing. Even though I often bail last minute, if I’m not invited I feel upset that they’re doing things without me. I know people are allowed to have their own friends, but I still feel really lonely and rejected. I can’t help but worry I’ve done something wrong. I end up going on my socials to see what everyone’s up to and see pictures of everyone out together, all having fun without me.


Other people seem to find it so much easier to make friends. I compare myself to everyone and try to work out how to be more like them. I literally compare myself on every little thing. I look at other people and ask myself: ‘How do they do it?’ Other people find it so much easier than I do. I’m struggling to cope, and it’s not even over a real problem. I feel so overwhelmed.


Overthinking can destroy your confidence and leave you feeling hopeless. I felt so sad for Xiang as a young woman in her early twenties. Her overthinking was stopping her from seeing what I could see: that she was intelligent, interesting and thoughtful. However, I also felt hopeful, as I knew that I could help her to see this too – and that the first step to doing this was to stop her overthinking.


When we are in these negative mood states (e.g. low, anxious, angry), our brains have a negative bias. We start to think more negatively and we recall negative memories and thoughts. For example, if you overthink when your mood is depressed, your brain links to all the difficult and dark times in your life that have been marked by failure, loss and disappointment. These sad thoughts and memories flood your consciousness, making you even more depressed. This is because our emotions are intrinsically linked to our thoughts, how we feel physically, and our behaviour (I’ll explain this further in Chapter Six). As you can see in the mind map below, they are all connected: the brain tells the body what to do, but the body also guides the brain. Feelings can trigger certain thoughts, memories and reactions, just as certain actions and thoughts can trigger feelings. This means that when we are overthinking, it has an impact on how we feel and how we approach life, as well as what we expect.


Overthinking mind map


[image: A flowchart template showing the connection between emotions, thoughts, physiology and behavior.]




Description

A diagram is a generic model starting with a "Trigger/situation" box at the top, pointing down to a cycle of four interconnected boxes: "Emotions (How I feel)", "Thoughts (Things going through my mind)", "Physiology (Bodily feelings)", and "Behaviours (My response)". Arrows connect these four elements in a square and cross pattern, showing mutual influence.




Overthinking mind map (example)


[image: A flowchart example showing the connection between emotions, thoughts, physiology and behavior.]




Description

A overthinking mind map diagram provides a specific example: the "Trigger/situation" leads to "Emotions: Anxiety, shame", "Thoughts: My friends think I'm boring", "Physiology: Increased heart rate, nervous body", and "Behaviours: Avoid meeting up with friends".




As you can see in the mind map:




	• Overthinking can be triggered by either how we are feeling (emotionally or physically) or by our behaviour (what we are doing).


	• Our thoughts and beliefs can also amplify or trigger over-thinking if there is an expectation gap and we believe we shouldn’t be feeling like this, or if our expectations are not met.


	• Overthinking changes how we feel physically, as it activates our fight-or-flight response, releasing cortisol and increasing cardiovascular activity, so heart rate and blood pressure increase. It can also push us into freeze mode, where it’s difficult to do anything and we feel overwhelmed.


	• Overthinking changes our behaviours: we’re more likely to avoid the things we feel fearful of and not do the things that could make us feel better. Avoiding means that we don’t have a chance to break the cycle and prove our thoughts wrong.





All this means that how we experience the world corresponds with our state of mind and how we feel in our bodies. When we feel good, the world feels good, but when we feel bad, our feelings colour our thoughts and shape our behaviour.


I call these vicious cycles ‘doom spirals’ – when you’re stuck in a negative mood state that spirals on a loop, out of control. In a doom spiral, you are imprisoned by overthinking or caught in ‘analysis paralysis’.


Doom spiral


[image: A diagram of a downward spiral arrow listing the stages: Thoughts, Emotions, Brain, Physiology, behaviour and emotion.]




Description

A vertical diagram with an arrow pointing down on the left labeled "Feeling worse". A grey spiral winds downwards alongside text labels describing the stages of a 'doom spiral'. The stages are: Trigger (negative mood or goal discrepancy); THOUGHTS (Why am I feeling like this?); EMOTIONS (Emotions bias thinking against you); BRAIN (Seeks out thoughts matching emotion); PHYSIOLOGY (Increased anxiety, low mood); BEHAVIOUR (Stay in, more time to think); and finally EMOTION (Low mood, guilt, shame). The spiral visually represents how the cycle deepens and worsens over time.




Once you’re in this type of mood state, it’s hard to get out of, as the link between our thoughts, feelings, how we feel physically and our behaviours works against us. All these factors feed into each other, driving our mood lower or pushing our anxiety into overdrive. We’re no longer just feeling bad; we’re raking through the hot coals of our past problems and conjuring up future worries.


The worse we feel, the worse our thinking becomes. When we become trapped in the doom spiral, it feels impossible to get out – and it doesn’t help when people tell us to just stop overthinking.


Overthinking doesn’t work!


This type of thinking will not help you to process what happened. It is the second arrow. As the Buddhist parable tells us, we can’t avoid pain and suffering, but we do have a choice in how we react to them.


It might feel like you’re trying to work things out by thinking them through, but while this is an understandable thought, I hope you’re beginning to see that it’s simply not true. When you’re in a doom spiral, the abstract questions you ask yourself do not have an answer. This type of analysis has a negative effect on mood, increases negative thinking and is a predisposing factor for depression. Rather than helping you work things out, it impairs problem-solving, saps motivation and makes it very difficult for you to enjoy your life.


I will teach you to recognize these negative habitual thinking patterns. When you notice the thoughts, you can begin to make changes. Once you become aware of these thoughts, you are giving yourself a choice. Rather than let overthinking drag you down a path that doesn’t take you where you want or need to go, you can choose an alternative response and break the overthinking habit.


Remember:




	• Overthinking is when you get stuck on certain thoughts and feelings, usually negative.


	• Overthinking starts off as a way to try to cope, but shifts from an intentional response to an automatic behaviour.


	• Overthinking shifts you to abstract thinking, moving from what’s happened to overgeneralizations, imagined scenarios and unsolvable thoughts.


	• Overthinking is not helpful, and it does not help you gain important insights.


	• You can’t think your way out of a negative feeling; that would be like digging to get out of a hole.


	• Overthinking drags you away from the initial issue and into problems that you don’t need to be thinking about.


	• Overthinking can become uncontrollable and can lead to doom spirals.


	• The mood you’re in when you overthink is a magnet for similar experiences and feelings.













Chapter 2 
The root of overthinking



By the end of this chapter, you will:




	Understand the root causes of overthinking.


	Know your overthinking triggers and the common topics of your overthinking.


	Understand the research on overthinking and the problems it can cause.





Overthinking is best seen as a faulty coping mechanism, developed in response to feeling vulnerable or exposed. It starts as a way to manage how you’re feeling and to try to work things out, but instead it makes your problems mutate and grow. It becomes a reflexive, habitual response to emotional distress, triggered not just by goal discrepancies but any time you’re feeling bad.


Overthinking runs on a continuum from the occasional bout to full-blown overwhelm.


It starts off at a low level, with us being pulled back into thinking repeatedly about something. As overthinking increases, the thoughts start to crop up regularly; for example, when you’re waiting to hear from somebody and you’re left in limbo. You think it’s going to be fine, but there’s a difference between thinking it and knowing it.


Next, overthinking becomes all-consuming, with your mind constantly returning to the thoughts. Maybe your boss emails you on Friday and one indecipherable comment ruins your whole weekend. Maybe a date hasn’t replied to your message and, with each passing day, their silence becomes harder to ignore. These thoughts feel important and pressing. Imaginary conversations or other people’s comments play in your mind. It’s like your nose is pushed up against a window: there’s no room for other perspectives or a different view.


The overthinking continuum


[image: A double-ended arrow diagram representing a continuum from 'Occasional bouts' to 'Full-blown overwhelm', with increasing emotion.]




Description

A diagram illustrating the "Overthinking continuum". It features a horizontal double-headed arrow bar. Above the bar, labels range from left to right: "Occasional bouts of overthinking", "Low level", "Moderate", "All-consuming", "Freeze mode", and "Full-blown overwhelm". Below the bar is the label "Overthinking". Two large grey arrows indicate the progression: one above pointing right labeled "Increasing emotion", and one below pointing right labeled "Increasing overwhelm".






At the extreme end of the continuum is overwhelm: regret, self-criticism and shame are all mixed together, with thoughts echoing in your head all the time. Overthinking can become paralysing. This is when you are pushed into freeze mode. At this point, you feel unable to do anything else, and feel completely convinced your thoughts are reality or are definitely going to happen. As you move along the continuum, emotions also increase in intensity, as Ananya described in one of her therapy sessions with me.


It was a very bad day. In that moment I thought it was ground zero. I literally thought it was the end of the world. I went totally nuts. A day later, it was fine – I could see I’d created a full-blown drama in my mind – but it was so difficult to keep hold of any perspective in the moment. It felt horrendous and I couldn’t snap out of it. I was swallowed up in a hole.


What triggers overthinking?


The number-one trigger to overthinking is discomfort: either the discomfort itself (emotional or physical) or the thoughts you have in response to experiencing discomfort. As you read through the table opposite, make a note of your hotspots (the topics and emotions you are most sensitive to) for discomfort and overthinking.


When I talk about discomfort in this book, I’m thinking about:


Triggers can range from minor annoyances (maybe a driver beeps at you) to major life issues (a relationship breakdown). We can also be triggered by associations: we might be more sensitive to overthinking at certain times of day, or when we’re in certain places. Even specific people can trigger the thoughts, like comments your sister makes or criticism from a friend. You’re also more likely to overthink if you are over-capacity, tired or rundown.




















	

Feeling vulnerable or exposed




	

Being open and honest about your feelings, thoughts and needs. Sharing parts of yourself that you might usually keep hidden.









	

Negative emotions and distress




	

Sadness, upset, low mood, depression, irritability, anger, frustration, anxiety, worry, shame, guilt, resentment.









	

Fear




	

Fear of how you’ll do, how things are going to go, what might happen, judgement or rejection.









	

Physical discomfort




	

Feeling on edge, increased heart rate, butterflies, sweating, stomach ache, illness, nausea.









	

Uncertainty and the unknown




	

Anything that involves waiting to hear about something (health problems, whether you got the job, hearing back from a date). Particularly difficult when there isn’t a quick resolution or clear answer.









	

Anticipatory anxiety




	

The lead-up to doing something that feels scary or out of your comfort zone.









	

Avoidance




	

Suppressing your thoughts or not doing the things that you want to or should do.









	

Pain




	

Anything that hurts (physical and emotional). Things going wrong or not happening as you expect.









	

Periods of growth




	

Stepping out of your comfort zone and doing things you’re less familiar with or that you find challenging.









	

Stress




	

Life stressors (new job, relationship breakdown, money worries) or current challenges. Can be chronic or acute.









	

Conflict




	

Disagreements, arguments, communication breakdown, passive aggressive behaviour or emotional withdrawal.









	

Feeling powerless




	

A lack of autonomy, agency or control over your current situation or a power imbalance.
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