Understanding the Structure of Overwhelm
When working with clients in a state of overwhelm, you’ll often find that the root issue is chunk size—they’re processing too much at too high a level. A client might say, “I’m completely overwhelmed by everything,” but when you drill down, you’ll discover that “everything” usually breaks down into 10–12 specific areas—rarely more than 20.
The cognitive pattern here is generalization: They lump distinct stressors into a single, paralyzing “everything.” Your role? Chunk it down. Ask: “What specifically are you overwhelmed by?”
As you guide them to identify individual components, their perception shifts:
· From “I’m drowning in all of it” → “There are specific areas I need to address.”
· From helplessness → agency.
Actionable Takeaway:
Use the hierarchy of ideas to systematically reduce overwhelm by:
1. Eliciting specifics (“Name the top 3 stressors right now.”)
2. Breaking monolithic anxiety into manageable pieces.
3. Reframing “everything” into “some things”—a critical mindset shift for progress.

