Shaikh and Uzgare: Understanding Overthinking, Anxiety and Depression

Review Paper

From Mind Maze to Mental Clarity: Understanding
Overthinking, Anxiety, and Depression

Fakeha Mohammed Rehan Shaikh!, Ashish Sambhaji Uzgare ?

12Department of Chemistry, Wilson College (Autonomous), Chowpatty Seaface Road, Mumbai
Corresponding author: Ashish Sambhaji Uzgare
Email — ashish.uzgare@wilsoncollege.edu

225

ABSTRACT

Overthinking, anxiety, and depression are interconnected mental health challenges that can profoundly
affect emotional stability, cognitive functioning, and daily life. Overthinking, marked by repetitive and
unproductive thoughts, often fuels anxiety, which in turn can increase the likelihood of developing
depression. Depression, with symptoms such as persistent low mood, loss of interest, fatigue, and impaired
concentration, is a major contributor to global disability. This review examines the relationships between
these conditions, their prevalence, and their impacts on mental well-being. It also highlights evidence-based
strategies for managing them, including mindfulness practices, cognitive-behavioral therapy, regular
physical exercise, self-care routines, professional support, and maintaining social connections. While these
approaches cannot fully eliminate mental health difficulties, they can reduce distress, enhance coping
mechanisms, and promote resilience. While these approaches cannot fully eliminate mental health
difficulties, they can reduce distress, strengthen coping abilities, and foster resilience. Our aim is to offer a
gentle guide for those navigating mental challenges, fostering clarity and hope. If this review touches even
one life, the author’s goal is achieved.
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INTRODUCTION

Overthinking is characterized by a persistent loop of repetitive and unhelpful thoughts. It involves an
excessive focus on ideas or concerns that are often unnecessary. This pattern of thinking is frequently
associated with anxiety [1]. People who overthink often try to predict or control the future while focusing
on possible negative scenarios. Such individuals may feel that their future is under threat physically or
emotionally and attempt to resolve problems mentally. At the same time, they may become caught in cycles
of rumination, repeatedly revisiting past experiences without finding closure [2]. Overthinking is not
formally recognized as a mental health disorder; however, it is often present as a symptom of depression or
anxiety [3]. Derived from the Latin term anxieties meaning to choke, distress, or disturb anxiety
encompasses cognitive, emotional, and behavioral responses to perceived danger. While it is a common
human emotion, in appropriate levels it plays a useful role by preparing individuals to anticipate and adapt
to stressful or challenging situations [4]. Persistent anxiety has been shown to markedly increase the risk of
depression. Research highlights that long-term anxiety is a key contributor to major depressive disorder.
Findings indicate that people with anxiety disorders are considerably more likely to develop depression than
individuals without such conditions [5]. Depression ranks among the leading contributors to global disease
burden and disability across all age groups. Depression is a common mental disorder involving low mood,
loss of interest, fatigue, and impaired concentration, often accompanied by anxiety. When persistent, it can
severely disrupt daily functioning. It is also a significant risk factor for suicide, substance abuse, and
profound social as well as educational difficulties [6,7].
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The aim of this review is to explore strategies for managing anxiety and depression, with a focus on positive
coping approaches that can help individuals reduce distress and improve overall well-being.

Understanding Overthinking and Its Effects on Mental Health

Individuals with mental health disorder frequently report experiencing excessive or repetitive thoughts [8].
Overthinking arises when repetitive worries or negative thoughts continually occupy the mind. This pattern
can impair decision-making and disrupt mental clarity. Persistent overthinking is linked to feelings of
unhappiness, anxiety, depression, and other mental health difficulties. Such problems are often associated
with factors like rumination, brooding, and excessive worry [9]. A survey was conducted among 150
individuals, with 85 responses collected to examine the impact of overthinking on youth. The 12-item
questionnaire included both yes/no and open-ended questions. Findings showed that 31.5% of respondents
reported overthinking sometimes, 34.8% many times, 24.7% almost daily, and 9% not often. Most
participants noted its negative effects: 74.1% said it disrupted sleep and productivity, 77.6% felt it reduced
willingness to take risks, 68.2% reported it hindered creativity or work output, and 77.6% agreed it led to
procrastination [10].

The Influence of Anxiety on Mental Well-Being

Anxiety disorders are among the most common psychiatric conditions, often impairing quality of life and
relationships. They involve distressing emotional states, fear of the future, and defensive reactions to
perceived threats. While normal at times, anxiety becomes pathological when responses are excessive or
dysfunctional in everyday situations [11]. Clinically, anxiety may appear as phobias, panic attacks, or other
manifestations, typically involving hyperactivation of the prefrontal cortex and amygdala, which trigger
fight-or-flight responses such as dizziness, rapid heartbeat, and sweating. If untreated, chronic anxiety can
lead to serious health problems, including hypertension, cardiovascular disease, depression and dementia
[11,12]. Globally, about 4.05% of the population equivalent to 301 million people are affected by anxiety
disorders. Between 1990 and 2019, cases increased by more than 55%, with prevalence, incidence, and
DALY rates continuing to rise. Portugal reports the highest prevalence (8,671 per 100,000), followed by
Brazil, Iran, and New Zealand, with higher rates observed in high-income regions. Women are 1.66 times
more likely than men to experience anxiety disorders. Despite rising case numbers, age-standardized rates
have remained stable, suggesting consistent underlying risk factors [12].

Depression: Consequences for Mental and Emotional Health

Depression and anxiety are the most widespread mental health disorders, and they often co-occur. Many
people with anxiety also experience depression, and vice versa [13]. Depression has long been a subject of
research interest in India. Over the past five to six decades, numerous studies have been conducted,
examining different aspects of this widely prevalent disorder [14]. Clinical depression, if left untreated, can
have serious consequences and cause major depression. It may lead to risky behaviors like drug or alcohol
abuse, strain relationships, reduce work performance, and complicate recovery from other illnesses.
Depression cannot simply be overcome by willpower; without proper treatment such as medication or
psychotherapy, it can persist for extended periods. This disorder affects not only mood but also physical
health, thoughts, sleep, eating habits, and self-perception [15]. Major depressive disorder (MDD) is a leading
cause of disability worldwide and is often marked by physical symptoms such as fatigue, weight loss, and
reduced appetite. A key characteristic of MDD is anhedonia, or the inability to feel pleasure. It is also linked
with low motivation, sleep disturbances, cognitive difficulties, and emotional challenges like guilt. Globally,
depression affects nearly 300 million people, and its prevalence continues to rise, making it a significant
contributor to disability [16]. A large South Indian study in Chennai reported a 15.1% prevalence of
depression using the PHQ-12. Historical data from the same region showed an increase from 49.93 to 73.97
cases per 1,000 over 20 years. Primary care and hospital-based studies indicate depression rates ranging from
5% to 40.5% [4]. Fig 1 shows Overthinking, Depression and Anxiety.
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Fig 1. Overthinking, Depression and Anxiety
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Overthinking, anxiety, and depression collectively disrupt mental health, diminishing overall quality of life.
Addressing these challenges through awareness, coping strategies, and timely interventions is essential for
healthier minds and lives.

Signs and Symptoms of Overthinking, Anxiety, and Depression
Table 1 and Fig 2 indicate some common symptoms of Overthinking, Anxiety, and Depression.

Table 1: Recognizing the Core Signs and Symptoms of Overthinking, Anxiety, and Depression

Condition Common Signs & Symptoms References
Overthinking Repetitive negative thoughts, rumination, indecisiveness, | [1,2,]
mental fatigue, procrastination, reduced creativity, sleep
disturbances.

Anxiety Excessive worry, restlessness, rapid heartbeat, sweating, | [8,9]
dizziness, difficulty concentrating, irritability, sleep
disturbances.

Depression Persistent sadness, loss of interest or pleasure, fatigue, | [6,16]
changes in appetite or sleep, feelings of guilt or
worthlessness, difficulty concentrating, suicidal thoughts.

Fig 2. Some common symptoms of Overthinking, Anxiety, and Depression

FATIQUE SOCIAL WITHDRAWAL

From Rumination to Resolution: Overcoming Overthinking

Overthinking can be a major obstacle in life, negatively affecting relationships and hindering personal
success. It can weaken a person from within, even if it doesn’t seem as harmful as anxiety, depression, or
stress, which are common in today’s generation. Experiencing distressing and repetitive thoughts is
common, but with the right strategies and healthy habits, overthinking can be managed effectively [17].
Below are some practical measures to help overcome overthinking:
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1. Practice Mindfulness and Meditation — Staying present through mindfulness and meditation can
reduce repetitive negative thinking and calm the mind [18].

2. Challenge Negative Thinking — Recognize unhelpful thoughts and replace them with realistic,
positive alternatives [19].

3. Limit Information Overload — Avoid overanalyzing every detail or constantly seeking reassurance;
filter the information you consume [20].

4. Engage in Physical Activity — Exercise releases endorphins, reduces stress, and helps shift focus
away from negative thoughts [21].

5. Practice Self-Care- Engaging in enjoyable activities can distract the mind and improve emotional
well-being [22].

Although overthinking can subtly weaken mental well-being, embracing mindfulness and positive habits
provides a way to build resilience. With steady practice, people can turn repetitive thoughts into insight and
personal development.

Finding Calm: Ways to Reduce and Manage Anxiety

Anxiety disorders are medical conditions that require treatment and cannot be overcome through willpower
alone. Effective management often combines medication and psychotherapy, which help reduce symptoms
and improve daily functioning, though medications do not provide a cure [23].

Below are some tips to help calm mind and reduce anxiety:

1. Practice Mindfulness and Relaxation Techniques: Mindfulness-based interventions (MBIs), such
as Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) and Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy
(MBCT), have been shown to reduce anxiety and depression symptoms. These practices enhance
emotional regulation and decrease rumination. A review by Hofmann (2017) highlighted the
efficacy of MBIs in treating anxiety and depression [24].

2. Engage in Regular Physical Activity: A study by Lin (2023) concluded that physical activity
interventions positively affect anxiety levels, with aerobic exercise being particularly effective [25].

3. Establish a Consistent Sleep Routine: Improving sleep quality has a significant impact on mental
health. Scott (2021) reported that enhancing sleep led to reductions in anxiety, depression, and
rumination, with greater improvements observed with better sleep quality [26].

4. Seek Professional Support: Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) is an effective treatment for
anxiety disorders. Curtiss (2021) described CBT interventions as central to treating anxiety and
related disorders, emphasizing their efficacy in reducing symptoms [27].

5. Build a Support Network: Perceived social support plays a crucial role in mental health. Yang
(2025) found that social support, particularly from family, serves as a strong protective factor against
anxiety [28].

Shifting from endless worry to empowered living is key to managing anxiety. Through mindfulness, regular
activity, and strong support networks, individuals can achieve lasting calm and emotional stability.

From Struggle to Strength: Effective Ways to Overcome Depression

Depression is common and leads to suffering, functional impairment, and increased health costs, but
effective treatments exist, even in primary care settings. Recognition and treatment often fall short due to
stigma, limited provider availability, and knowledge gaps. Improving education, destigmatization, and
access to care can help overcome these barriers [29].

1. Mindfulness and Stress-Reduction Techniques: Mindfulness meditation, deep breathing, and
relaxation exercises reduce stress and help manage depressive thoughts [24].

2. Maintain Social Connections: Isolation can worsen depression. Staying connected with
friends, family, or support groups provides emotional support and reduces feelings of
loneliness.[30].

3. Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT): CBT helps identify and change negative thought
patterns that contribute to depression. It’s evidence-based and widely recommended [31].
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4. Seek Professional Help: Consulting a mental health professional (psychologist, psychiatrist, or
licensed therapist) is often the most effective step. They can provide therapy, medications, or a
combination depending on severity [32].

Small steps, strong support, brighter days ahead capture the essence of overcoming depression. By
combining professional guidance, therapeutic strategies like CBT, mindfulness, and meaningful social
connections, individuals can move from struggle to strength and enhance their emotional well-being.

CONCLUSION

This review is a small but meaningful attempt of authors to understand and address challenges like anxiety,
overthinking, and depression. Speaking about these struggles may sound simple yet truly managing them is
far more difficult, something only those who have lived through them can fully comprehend. While this
effort alone cannot erase these difficulties, it can lighten their burden and empower us to face them with the
tools, awareness, and strength we already possess. Every step, no matter how small, is a symbol of courage
and progress. By acknowledging our struggles and taking even modest actions, we reclaim control over our
mental well-being and move closer to a life of resilience, hope, and inner peace. Each mindful choice builds
our inner strength, and every positive action plants seeds of lasting change. Empower Your Mind, Embrace
Your Life.
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