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How to Pause an Anxiety Spiral 
A practical guide for riding out anxiety without retriggering it 

 

First, an important reframe 
Anxiety itself is not dangerous, even when it feels intense. 
What makes anxiety grow into panic is getting pulled into the story your mind offers (ruminating, 
checking, replaying “what ifs”). 

Your nervous system is designed so that the initial surge of anxiety rises and falls on its own, 
often within about 1–2 minutes, as long as it isn’t fueled by mental engagement. 

The goal is not to “make anxiety go away.” 
The goal is to let it pass without feeding it. 

 

A helpful phrase to remember 
“I’m allowing the feeling, not engaging the story.” 

You do not need to solve, disprove, analyze, or neutralize thoughts for anxiety to resolve. 

 

What helps anxiety pass more quickly 
The activities below gently shift your brain’s focus to systems that interrupt the anxiety alarm 
(movement, balance, focus, fine motor skills, sequencing). 

👉 Choose ONE activity and stay with it until the anxiety naturally peaks and begins to settle. 
👉 Avoid checking whether you feel calmer while doing it. 
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Choose One “Pause” Activity 
1) Balance & Body Awareness 
(Very effective when anxiety feels intense) 

• Stand on one foot; switch every 10–15 seconds 
• Walk heel-to-toe in a straight line 
• Slowly rise onto your toes and back down 
• Gently sway side to side, feeling your feet on the floor 

Why this works: 
Balance uses brain areas that compete directly with the anxiety alarm. Your brain can’t fully panic and 
balance at the same time. 

 

2) Fine Motor Focus 
(Great when thoughts keep looping) 

• Sort coins or buttons by size 
• Button and unbutton clothing slowly 
• Mold play-dough into specific shapes 
• Stack small objects carefully 
• Write the alphabet as small and neatly as possible 

Why this works: 
Precise hand movements require focused attention and disrupt repetitive thinking. 

 

3) Gentle Mental Tasks (No Emotional Content) 
• Count backwards by 7s or 9s 
• Name animals alphabetically 
• Spell familiar words backwards 
• List groceries or baby items by letter 
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Why this works: 
Your brain has limited space for attention. When it’s occupied with neutral sequencing, there’s less 
room for anxiety stories. 

 

4) Sensory Grounding (With Curiosity, Not Analysis) 
• Hold something cold or textured 
• Name 5 things you see, 4 feel, 3 hear, 2 smell, 1 taste 
• Run wrists under warm water, then cool 
• Slowly smell a familiar scent 

Why this works: 
Anchoring to your senses brings you into the present moment—where the feared event is not 
happening. 

 

5) Slow, Rhythmic Movement 
• Walk slowly while counting steps 
• March gently in place 
• Alternate tapping left and right hands 
• Stretch slowly while counting breaths 

Why this works: 
Rhythmic movement supports nervous system regulation without needing mental effort. 

 

6) Neutral Language & Labeling 
• Name objects around you by category (colors, shapes, furniture) 
• Describe the room out loud as if narrating 
• Say silently: 

“Anxiety is here. This is a body sensation.” 

Why this works: 
Simple labeling creates space between you and the thought without arguing with it. 
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7) Small, Purposeful Tasks 
• Fold laundry mindfully 
• Wipe one surface slowly 
• Water plants 
• Wash one dish with attention to sensation 

Why this works: 
Purposeful action signals safety to your nervous system without trying to “fix” anxiety. 

 

Very Important: What Not to Do 
These actions accidentally keep anxiety going, even though they feel protective: 

• Mentally checking if you feel calmer 
• Googling or seeking reassurance 
• Replaying scenarios “just in case” 
• Trying to prove thoughts wrong 
• Mentally monitoring your body 

These teach your brain that the thoughts are urgent and dangerous. 

 

Intrusive Thoughts 
Intrusive, scary thoughts are extremely common. They come from a protective system misfiring, 
not from intent or desire. 

Thoughts are not actions. 
Thoughts are not predictions. 

Your job is not to make them stop—it’s to not engage with them. 

 

How to Use This in the Moment 
1. Notice: “A scary thought/anxiety wave has appeared.” 
2. Name: “This is anxiety, not danger.” 
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3. Pick one activity. 
4. Stay with it for about 1–2 minutes. 
5. Let the wave rise and fall on its own. 
6. Return to what you were doing, even if some anxiety remains. 

Each time you do this, your nervous system learns that it doesn’t need to escalate. 

 

A Final Reassurance 
You are not weak for feeling anxiety. 
You are not unsafe because you have an intrusive thought. 

Each time you allow anxiety to pass without engaging the story, you are retraining your brain 
toward calm. 

 
 


