
Stop the Overthinking Cycle
Move from mental repetition to clarity and useful action
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When thinking stops being helpful
Overthinking is repeated mental activity that feels like problem-solving but does not produce new
information, a decision, or a useful action. It may include replaying the past, predicting every possible
outcome, analyzing what something “really meant,” or trying to reach complete certainty.

The goal is not to stop thinking. The goal is to notice when thinking has become a loop, respond to
uncertainty more effectively, and direct attention toward what you can do now.

Common signs of the cycle
I revisit the same question without reaching a new conclusion.

I mentally rehearse conversations or possible problems.

I seek reassurance but relief does not last.

I delay action until I feel completely certain.

I replay past choices and imagine better versions.

My body feels tense even though I am sitting still.

My starting point
The issue my mind keeps returning to:

Intensity right now:  0 = calm and flexible   10 = completely caught in the loop
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Problem-Solving or Overthinking
Use the outcome of the thinking to tell the difference
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A quick distinction
Helpful problem-solving is specific, time-limited, based on available facts, and leads to a decision or next
step. Overthinking is repetitive, driven by a demand for certainty, and often leaves you more distressed or
stuck.

Check what is happening now
I am identifying facts or information I can realistically obtain.

I am generating a small number of workable options.

I can name the decision or action this thinking is meant to support.

I am repeating possibilities I have already considered.

I am trying to guarantee that nothing uncomfortable will happen.

The thinking is increasing distress without changing the plan.

What new information, decision, or action has this thinking produced?

The decision
If the thinking is useful, set a short time limit and finish the next step. If it is a loop, shift from solving the
thought to responding to the pattern.
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Map the Overthinking Cycle
See where you can interrupt the pattern
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Follow one recent episode
Trigger - What happened or brought the issue to mind?

Hook - What question or uncertainty grabbed your attention?

Mental strategy - What did you review, predict, analyze, or check?

Short-term effect - What relief or sense of control did this provide?

Long-term effect - How did the loop affect mood, sleep, time, action, or confidence?

Empowered Wellness | Dennis Steelman, LPC-S, LCDC | Client Educational Resource Page 3 of 6



Work With Facts and Uncertainty
You can act without answering every possible question
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Sort what your mind is mixing together
Write what is known, what is being predicted, and what cannot be known yet. Treat predictions as
possibilities rather than facts.

What I know from direct evidence

What I am predicting, assuming, or mind-reading

What I cannot know or control right now

A flexible response
Complete: “I may not be able to know ______ yet. Based on what I know now, I can ______.”
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Contain the Loop and Refocus
Give the concern a place without giving it the whole day
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Schedule the thinking
Choose a 15- to 20-minute period when you can review the concern deliberately. When the thought
appears earlier, briefly record it and remind yourself, “I have a time for this.” At the scheduled time,
decide whether anything new requires action.

My scheduled review time and place:

Park the thought
What my mind wants me to remember:

Return attention to the present
Name what is happening, soften physical tension, and choose one sensory or task-based anchor. You do
not need to make the thought disappear before redirecting attention.

Name five things I can see or hear.

Take six slow breaths with a longer exhale.

Stand, stretch, or walk for two minutes.

Return to one small, observable task.

The task or activity I will return to:
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My Overthinking Response Plan
Use this sequence when you notice the loop returning
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1 Name the pattern
“I am noticing an overthinking loop. Repetition is not the same as solving.”

2 Identify what is controllable
What fact, choice, or action is actually available to me?

3 Choose a limit
What boundary will I place on further thinking, checking, or reassurance seeking?

4 Take one useful action
What will I do next, even if some uncertainty remains?

This worksheet is for education and reflection and does not replace individualized mental health care. Discuss persistent distress
or impairment with a qualified professional.
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