
Practices for Uncertain Days
Life is inherently uncertain, but some experiences test our spirits more profoundly. This toolkit offers help, 
resources, and tools to better manage your life during these exceptionally uncertain times. This toolkit 
provides evidence-based strategies to understand your brain's responses during uncertain times and 
develop lasting practices that empower you to move from coping to thriving.

Whether you're facing a major life transition, dealing with unexpected challenges, or navigating the 
everyday unpredictability of modern life, these practices can help you find steadiness and peace.



Our Brains Don't Do Well with Uncertainty
When things become less predictable — and therefore less 
controllable — we experience a strong state of threat. You 
may already know that threat leads to "fight, freeze, or flight" 
responses in the brain. You may not know that it also leads 
to decreases in motivation, focus, agility, cooperative 
behavior, self-control, sense of purpose and meaning, and 
overall well-being.

In addition, threat creates significant impairments in your 
working memory: You can't hold as many ideas in your mind 
to solve problems, nor can you pull as much information 
from your long-term memory when you need it. Threats of 
uncertainty literally make us less capable, because dealing 
with them is just not something our brains evolved to do.

Specifically, when faced with uncertainty, the brain activates 
two key regions: the amygdala, our emotional center, treats 
uncertainty as a threat and releases stress hormones. 
Simultaneously, the prefrontal cortex attempts to analyze 
and plan a logical response. The thalamus acts as a crucial 
connector, facilitating a continuous dialogue between these 
emotional and rational responses.

Handling uncertainty isn't about suppressing emotions in favor of logic; it's about coordinating 
both parts of yourself to respond more effectively. Research shows that integrating thinking and 
feeling leads to better decisions when navigating the unknown.

Learn More: Our Brains Were Not Built for This Much Uncertainty - Harvard Business Review 
article exploring the neuroscience of uncertainty; Your Brain on Uncertainty: The 
Neuroscience of Navigating the Unknown - Ness Labs article on the neuroscience of 
uncertainty.

https://ajp.psychiatryonline.org/doi/full/10.1176/appi.ajp.2016.16030353
https://hbr.org/2021/09/our-brains-were-not-built-for-this-much-uncertainty
https://nesslabs.com/your-brain-on-uncertainty-neuroscience
https://nesslabs.com/your-brain-on-uncertainty-neuroscience


Psychological & Emotional Impacts
Understanding how uncertainty affects us is the first step toward managing it effectively. Here are the key 
ways our minds and bodies respond:

Anxiety & Stress
Uncertainty activates the 

amygdala, releasing stress 
hormones like cortisol, 

creating a state of "fight or 
flight".

Overthinking & 
Rumination

The brain tries to predict 
and control outcomes, 

leading to endless "what-if" 
scenarios and analyzing 

potential threats.

Decision Paralysis
Difficulty making choices 
due to fear of making the 

wrong one, leaving us stuck 
and unable to move 

forward.

Avoidance

Escaping unpredictable situations feels safer 
in the moment, but it limits our growth and 

keeps us trapped.

Burnout & Depression

Chronic stress can lead to emotional 
exhaustion, hopelessness, and reduced 

motivation over time.

5-4-3-2-1 Grounding Technique
A simple way to quiet your mind and return to the present moment:

5 things you can see

4 things you can touch

3 things you can hear

2 things you can smell

1 thing you can taste

This technique helps interrupt anxious thoughts by engaging your senses and anchoring you in 
the present.



Calming Practices
When our brains are hijacked by uncertainty, it's hard to think clearly. It's important to "recruit your body 
to be on your side." This can be hard to do in the moment if it hasn't been practiced. Begin incorporating 
moments of stillness, breathing, and relaxation techniques into a regular day. Your ability to aid your body 
in getting into a more calm state also helps you support your mind in getting into a more calm state.

1

Box Breathing

Breathe in for 4 counts, hold for 4, exhale for 4, 
hold for 4. Repeat this calming pattern to reset 
your nervous system.

2

Breathing Awareness

Simply notice your breath without changing it. 
Observe the rhythm, the sensation, the natural 
flow of air moving in and out.

3

Progressive Muscle Relaxation
Tense and release each muscle group from 
head to toe, releasing physical tension that 
builds during stressful times.

4

Walking Mindfulness
Take a slow, intentional walk. Notice each step, 
the ground beneath your feet, the air on your 
skin, sounds around you.

Resource: Coping with Uncertainty - Harvard Graduate School guidance on managing 
uncertain times

https://gsas.harvard.edu/news/coping-uncertainty


Mindful Practices
Integrating mindfulness into daily life can provide a powerful anchor during times of uncertainty. By 
consciously engaging with present moment awareness, breathing techniques, and body sensations, you 
can cultivate inner peace, enhance mental clarity, and calm a restless mind. These practices are designed 
to re-center you, transforming anxiety into a profound sense of presence and calm.

Mindful Breathing

Focus on your breath as it enters and leaves 
your body. Notice the sensation of air, the rise 
and fall of your chest or abdomen. When your 
mind wanders, gently bring your attention back 
to your breath, using it as an anchor to the 
present moment.

Body Scan Meditation

Lie down or sit comfortably and bring your 
attention systematically to different parts of 
your body, noticing any sensations without 
judgment. From head to toe, observe warmth, 
tingling, tension, or relaxation, allowing 
yourself to fully experience the present 
moment within your body.

Present Moment Awareness

Consciously observe your thoughts, feelings, 
and sensory experiences without getting 
caught up in them. Acknowledge what is 
present—the sounds around you, the taste in 
your mouth, the feeling of your clothes—
cultivating an open and accepting attitude 
towards your immediate experience.

Mindful Movement

Engage in gentle movement, like walking or 
stretching, with full attention. Notice the feeling 
of your feet on the ground, the stretch in your 
muscles, or the flow of your breath with each 
motion. This practice helps to release physical 
tension and connect mind and body.

These practices are not about escaping reality, but about finding a deeper, more peaceful way to engage 
with it, drawing on inner resources to navigate uncertain days.



Cultivating Gratitude in 
Times of Uncertainty
In the midst of life's unpredictable currents, cultivating 
gratitude acts as a powerful anchor, intentionally shifting our 
focus towards the positive aspects that still exist. This 
practice can profoundly short-circuit anxiety and stress, 
offering a pathway to greater peace and resilience by 
rewiring our brains to foster positive emotions and enhance 
our capacity to cope with adversity.

Shifts Perspective & Boosts Well-being

Moves focus from what's lacking to what is present and 
good, fostering a sense of abundance, increasing 
positive emotions, and reducing anxiety.

Builds Resilience
Strengthens our ability to cope with life's setbacks and 
bounce back from difficult experiences.

Enhances Connections
Fosters appreciation for others, deepening 
relationships and building a supportive community.

Learn More: How Gratitude Can Help You 
Through Hard Times - An article from the Greater 
Good Science Center at UC Berkeley on the power 
of gratitude.

https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/how_gratitude_can_help_you_through_hard_times
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/how_gratitude_can_help_you_through_hard_times


Putting Gratitude Into 
Practice
Intentionally shifting our focus to what is good actively 
retrains our brains, reducing stress and fostering peace. 
These practices cultivate a resilient spirit in unpredictable 
times.

Gratitude Journaling

Regularly write down specific things you're grateful for. This 
practice builds a positive mental archive, helping you recall 
blessings during tough moments.

Mindful Appreciation

Integrate short pauses throughout your day to consciously 
notice and appreciate small positive moments, such as a 
warm drink, a pleasant sound, or a moment of calm. This 
builds a habit of recognizing goodness.

Express & Serve

Express gratitude to others through thank-you notes or 
verbal appreciation, and engage in acts of kindness or 
service. These actions reinforce positive emotions, build 
connections, and foster a deeper sense of purpose and 
appreciation.



Accepting Uncertainty
Accepting uncertainty isn't about giving up or becoming passive in the face of challenges. Instead, it's an 
active process of acknowledging the reality of situations beyond our control and choosing how we respond 
to them. It means letting go of the exhausting need to predict every outcome or control every variable, and 
instead, finding a sense of peace within the unknown.

This practice cultivates mental flexibility and resilience, allowing us to adapt more readily when plans change 
or unexpected events arise. By embracing acceptance, we free up mental and emotional energy that would 
otherwise be spent on worry and resistance, redirecting it towards constructive actions and a more present-
focused life.

1

Recognize the 
Uncontrollable
Identify which aspects of a 
situation are truly beyond 
your influence. 
Understanding this 
distinction helps to focus 
your energy effectively and 
reduce the burden of trying 
to control the uncontrollable.

2

Allow Emotions to 
Surface
Instead of fighting or 
suppressing feelings like 
anxiety, fear, or frustration, 
acknowledge them. Observe 
these emotions without 
judgment, allowing them to 
pass rather than taking root.

3

Shift Focus to 
Actionable Steps
Direct your attention and 
efforts toward the things you 
*can* influence. Break down 
larger challenges into 
smaller, manageable tasks, 
no matter how minor they 
may seem.

4

Embrace Impermanence
Understand that change is a constant in life. 
Cultivating this perspective helps to loosen your 
grip on fixed outcomes and allows for greater 
adaptability and fluidity in your outlook.

5

Practice Self-Compassion
Be kind to yourself through challenging times. 
Recognize that navigating uncertainty is 
inherently difficult, and treat yourself with the 
same understanding and patience you would 
offer a friend.

Download: Accepting Uncertainty - A comprehensive guide from the Centre for Clinical 
Interventions

https://www.cci.health.wa.gov.au/~/media/CCI/Consumer-Modules/What-Me-Worry/What-Me-Worry---09---Accepting-Uncertainty.pdf


Three Steps to Navigate Uncertainty

Step 1: Calm Your Mind

Use the breathing, relaxation 
techniques, and gratitude to 
bring your nervous system 
back to baseline. Your body 
and mind work together.

Step 2: Accept 
Uncertainty
Letting go of your need for 
certainty and accepting 
uncertainty as being an 
inevitable part of life can be 
easier said than done. Yet, 
this skill allows us to move 
through life with more 
flexibility and with imporved 
mental health.

Step 3: Refocus Your 
Attention
If you are focused on the 
present rather than the 
future, then uncertainty 
about the future is less likely 
to bother you. Obviously, 
your mind may drift back to 
wanting certainty and control 
in life, but just repeat the 
steps again of being aware, 
not responding, and letting 
the need for certainty go.

Refocus Your Attention

Curiosity

Approach the unknown with 
wonder rather than worry. Ask 
"What might I discover?" instead 
of "What could go wrong?"

Present-Focused Activities

Engage in activities that ground 
you in the now: cooking, 
gardening, art, music, or time 
with loved ones.

Personal Values

Connect with your core values 
and what matters most to you. 
Let these intrinsic principles 
guide your decisions and provide 
stability amidst the unknown.



Building Inner Resilience During 
Uncertainty
Building inner resilience during times of uncertainty involves cultivating a strong internal foundation and 
actively engaging with strategies that foster mental and emotional strength. By developing self-awareness 
and connecting with our core principles, we can navigate life's unpredictable nature with greater stability 
and purpose.

1

Cultivating Inner Strength
Develop a Personal Philosophy: Establish guiding principles to navigate decisions and 
challenges with clarity and consistency.

Connect with Core Values: Ground yourself in what truly matters, allowing your values 
to serve as an anchor in shifting circumstances.

Find Meaning & Purpose: Identify what gives your life direction, offering a compelling 
reason to persevere through difficulties.

Practice Reflection & Self-Awareness: Understand your emotional responses and 
thought patterns to better manage stress and build emotional fortitude.

2

Engaging with Your World

Build Community Support: Foster connections with others who share your values and 
can offer mutual encouragement and practical assistance.

Empower Proactive Action: Focus on what you can control, taking deliberate steps to 
address challenges and move forward.

Embrace Adaptability: View changes as opportunities for growth and learning, fostering 
a flexible mindset to adjust to new realities.

Embracing these secular approaches empowers individuals to face challenges with a sense of peace, 
adaptability, and an internal compass, transforming how we navigate uncertainty.



Where to Get More Help
You don't have to navigate uncertainty alone. There are many resources and professionals ready to 
support you on this journey. Reaching out for help is a sign of strength, not weakness.

Professional 
Counseling

Licensed therapists can 
provide personalized 
strategies for managing 
anxiety, stress, and decision-
making challenges during 
uncertain times.

Support Groups
Connect with others facing 
similar challenges. Shared 
experiences can provide 
comfort, perspective, and 
practical wisdom.

Community Centers
Local community 
organizations, wellness 
centers, or peer support 
networks that offer 
connection and resources.

Crisis Resources
If you're in immediate 
distress, call 988 (Suicide & 
Crisis Lifeline) or text HELLO 
to 741741 (Crisis Text Line) 
for 24/7 support.

Mental Health Apps
Tools like Headspace, Calm, 
or Sanvello offer guided 
meditations, breathing 
exercises, and cognitive 
behavioral therapy 
techniques.

Primary Care Provider
Your doctor can assess 
whether physical health 
issues are contributing to 
stress and refer you to 
specialists if needed.

"You are braver than you believe, stronger than you seem, and smarter than you think." Remember: 
These uncertain days are temporary, but the skills you build now will serve you for a lifetime.



Summary of This Toolkit
This toolkit was designed to equip you with practical strategies and psychological insights for navigating 
the inherent challenges of uncertainty. We explored how our brains naturally react to the unknown, the 
psychological and emotional impacts, and effective methods to foster resilience and peace.

Remember, these principles are not just for difficult times, but are foundational for a life lived with greater 
intention and personal grounding.

Understanding 
Uncertainty's Grip

Recognizing the natural 
reactions of our minds and 
bodies to uncertainty helps 
us to better manage its 
effects.

Engaging Calming 
Practices

Simple yet powerful 
techniques like deep 
breathing, mindfulness, and 
relaxation are essential for 
restoring inner balance.

Cultivating Gratitude & 
Acceptance

Shifting focus to appreciation 
and letting go of the need for 
control are key steps 
towards resilience and 
contentment.

Seeking & Offering Support

Remember that you are not alone; professional help, support groups, and community support are 
vital resources for sustained well-being.

This toolkit empowers you to face an uncertain future not with fear, but with a sense of peace, purpose, 
and inner strength.


