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Description

Recurrent negative thinking is a transdiagnostic process 
that is a common feature of many psychological disorders 
(Harvey, Watkins, Mansell & Shafran, 2004). Rumination is 
a form of recurrent negative thinking which repetitively 
focuses an individual’s attention on his or her negative 
feelings, and the nature and implication of these feelings 
(Nolen-Hoeksema, 1991). It has been conceptualized as 
an ineffective attempt at problem solving. 

This information handout follows Watkins’ work 
classifying rumination as adaptive or maladaptive. Clients 
may find it helpful to understand their rumination in this 
context. 
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Instructions

This is a Psychology Tools information handout. 
Suggested uses include:

• Client handout – a psychoeducation resource.

• Discussion point – to provoke a discussion and 
explore your client’s beliefs.

• Therapist learning tool – to improve your familiarity 
with a psychological construct.

• Supervision tool – to develop formulations and 
knowledge.

• Teaching resource – a learning tool during training.
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What Is Rumination?

PSYCHOLOGYT     LS ®

Rumination is:
• dwelling on di�culties and things which distress us.
• repeatedly thinking about events from our past.
• becoming preoccupied with something and not being able to get it out of your mind.
• a learnt strategy for trying to deal with our problems.

Is rumination normal?
• Yes, to some extent everyone ruminates or dwells on their problems.
• Thinking about our problems can be helpful: especially if we reach a solution and put it into action.
• Most of the time, and for most people, rumination is time-limited: it stops when the problem is solved.
• Although rumination is normal, excessive rumination can become problematic.

What are the problems with rumination?
• Unhelpful rumination tends to focus on causes and consequences instead of solutions:
  “What did I do to deserve this” and “Will my life ever get better?” instead of “How can I make my life better?”.
• Rumination tends to focus on what has gone wrong and can lead to negative thinking.
• When used excessively, rumimation can lead to depression.
• When used excessively, rumination can maintain an episode of depression.
• Unhelpful rumination can lead to inactivity and avoidance of problem-solving.

What did I do to
deserve this?

Why do these things
always happen to me?

Unhelpful rumination asks more “why ... ?” questions
(this is sometimes called the ‘evaluative mode’ 
because these questions evaluate the meaning of 
events or situations).
“Why ... ?” questions tend to focus on the problem, 
its causes, and its consequences:
“Why am I in this situation?”
“What if it never gets better?”
“What did I do to deserve this”

Helpful rumination asks more “how ... ?” questions
(this is sometimes called the ‘process-focused’
mode because these questions focus on the
process of how events and situations happen).
“How ... ?” questions tend to focus on solving
problems:
“How can I get out of this situation?”
“What can I do to make this better?”

Dwelling on a problem can

Get stuck in a loop and cause distress Lead to resolution of the issue

What is wrong with
me for this to keep

happening?

How can I solve this
problem?

Take action to
resolve problem

Unhelpful rumination Helpful rumination

Copyright © 2020 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.
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About us
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Terms & conditions
This resource may be used by licensed members of Psychology Tools and their clients. Resources must be used in accordance with our terms and conditions which 
can be found at: https://www.psychologytools.com/terms-and-conditions/

Disclaimer
Your use of this resource is not intended to be, and should not be relied on, as a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. If you are suffering 
from any mental health issues we recommend that you seek formal medical advice before using these resources. We make no warranties that this information is 
correct, complete, reliable or suitable for any purpose. As a professional user, you should work within the bounds of your own competencies, using your own skill and 
knowledge, and therefore the resources should be used to support good practice, not to replace it.

Copyright
Unless otherwise stated, this resource is Copyright © 2023 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.

Psychology Tools develops and publishes evidence-based psychotherapy resources. We support mental health 
professionals to deliver effective therapy, whatever their theoretical orientation or level of experience.

Our digital library encompasses information handouts, worksheets, workbooks, exercises, guides, and audio skills-
development resources. 

Our tools are flexible enough to be used both in-session and between-session, and during all stages of assessment, 
formulation, and intervention. Written by highly qualified clinicians and academics, materials are available in digital and 
printable formats across a wide range of languages.
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