
Breaking the Cycle 
of Rumination

What Is Rumination?
Rumination means getting stuck in repetitive, negative thoughts—replaying
mistakes, worries, or painful memories. While reflection can lead to insight,
rumination keeps you trapped in distress without moving forward.

Why It Happens
You’re trying to “solve” an unsolvable problem
You’re avoiding uncomfortable emotions
You’re seeking certainty or control
You’re exhausted, anxious, or depressed

Strategies to Stop Rumination
Name It and Notice It
Say to yourself, “I’m ruminating right now.”
Labeling the pattern increases awareness and gives you a moment to choose differently.

Practice Mindfulness
Refocus your thoughts back to the present moment.

Schedule “Worry Time”
Set aside 10–15 minutes daily to think about what’s bothering you.
When rumination appears outside that window, remind yourself: “Not now—later.”

Engage the Body
Go for a brisk walk, clean, garden, dance—anything that uses energy and changes your state.

Take Time to Relax 
Try stretching, listening to soothing music, or meditating

Challenge the Thought Loop
Ask:

“Is this helping me solve a problem?”
“Am I predicting the future or mind-reading?”
“What evidence do I have for and against this thought?”



Create Your “Instead” Lists
When you catch yourself stuck in repetitive or negative thinking, turn to your “Instead Lists”—collections
of positive activities and thoughts to help shift your focus and lift your mood.
Make three lists:

Things I Enjoy Doing – examples: walking in nature, crafting, cooking a favorite meal, visiting a café,
listening to upbeat music, watching a funny movie, talking with a friend.
Positive Things to Think About – good memories, compliments you’ve received, moments you’re
proud of, things you’re grateful for, personal achievements.
Mood Boosters – small actions that make you feel lighter or calmer, like taking deep breaths,
stretching, or caring for a pet.

When rumination starts, choose something from one of your lists—an activity to do or a thought to focus
on—and redirect your attention toward something that feels nourishing or meaningful.

Replace with a Coping Statement
Examples:

“I can’t change the past, but I can influence today.”
“I’ve handled hard things before.”
“Thoughts aren’t facts.”

Do One Small Productive Thing
Even a 2-minute task (washing a dish, replying to one email) reactivates the problem-solving part of your
brain.

Use Distraction Wisely
If your mind is spiraling, shift to a neutral activity—watch something light, call a friend, play with a pet,
or do a puzzle.

Practice Self-Compassion
Imagine what you’d tell a friend stuck in the same thoughts. Speak to yourself that way.


