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GROUNDING  
Creating a Personal State of Calm  
  

Grounding is useful for settling ourselves when we’re feeling overwhelmed. It can help you to feel anchored in 
the present moment and restore balance in your body and mind. It is helpful to practice grounding strategies 
when you are not experiencing an intense emotional state so that you can build your toolbox for the moments 
when you need to ground yourself. 

What is Grounding?  

Grounding involves a set of simple strategies that can help you detach from emotional pain (e.g., anxiety, anger, 
sadness, self-harm). It is basically a way to distract yourself by focusing on something other than the difficult 
emotions or situation that you are experiencing. You may also think of grounding as centering, distracting, 
creating a safe place or healthy detachment.  

Although grounding does not solve the problem that is contributing to your unpleasant emotions, it does 
provide a temporary way to gain control over your feelings and prevent things from getting worse. Grounding 
anchors you, gives you a chance to calm down, and allows you to eventually return and address the problem 
that is triggering the unpleasant emotions. Grounding can be done anytime, anywhere, and no one needs to 
even know that you are doing this!  

Ways of Grounding:  

There are two types of grounding strategies using awareness: 

1. Cognitive Awareness: is about intentionally focusing your mind on tasks, objects and experiences. 
2. Sensory Awareness: are grounding exercises that are about filling your awareness with the sensory 

experience  

  

Cognitive Awareness Grounding 
Here are some strategies to try:  

1. 5, 4, 3, 2, 1: Look around the room and name five things you can see, then five things you can hear, then 
five things you can feel. Repeat the exercise by finding four new things, then three, two and one thing.  

2. Naming Categories: Choose a category (e.g. colours, shapes, textures), then look around the room and 
name all of the things you can see in that category.  

3. Counting: Count backwards from 20.  
4. Favourite Things. Think of your favorite color, animal, season, food, time of day, TV  

Show, etc. 
5. Category Game: Try to think of types of dogs, famous, cars, cities, foods, etc. Choose whatever category 

comes easiest, and is the most interesting to you, to focus on.  
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6. Everyday Activity: In your mind, try describing an everyday activity in detail. For example, describe the 
process of brushing your teeth, washing the dishes, making a meal, starting your call, sending an email, 
etc.  Think about all of the steps, from beginning to end, in as much detail as possible.  

7. Imagery. Use a pleasant or comforting mental image, your “happy place”, using all your senses to make 
it as real and vid as possible.  

8. Humor. Think of something funny to help you shift you out of your current mood.  
9. Your Environment: In your mind, describe your environment in detail, using all of your senses – for 

example, “The walls are white, there are five chairs, there is a wooden bookshelf against the wall...” 
Describe objects, sounds, textures, colors, smells, shapes, numbers, and temperature. You can do this 
anywhere, and quietly in the privacy of your own mind. 

• You can also try: “Three items”. Look around the room and choose three items. Describe them to yourself in 
detail, including the colour, texture, shape, uses of the item and where you think it might have originated. 

Sensory Awareness Grounding:  
1. Water: Have a few slow sips of cold water, feeling the sensation of the cold water in your mouth and 

notice the sensation as you swallow. You can also plunge your whole face in ice cold water and hold for 
a few moments, noticing the sensation of the water on your face. You can also, run cool or warm water 
over your hands, focusing on the sensation of the water on your skin. 

2. Notice Your Breath: Focus on your breathing, noticing each inhale and exhale. Noticing where you most 
easily feel the sensations of your breath (chest rising and falling, tickle of air going into your nose, etc.) 
Repeat a pleasant word to yourself on each exhale. “I am ok”, “I am safe”, “I have supportive people in 
my life”. 

3. Five senses: Try to notice something with each of your five senses: sight, sound, smell, taste and touch.  
4. Connect with the Chair: Sit down and mindfully draw your attention to how your body connects with the 

chair, noticing the way that it supports your weight, and the places where your body makes contact with 
it and how it feels to be supported by the chair. 

5. Focus on Sounds: Listen carefully and name all the sounds that you can hear around you.  
6. Special Item: Keep a small item in your pocket (such as a stone) and hold the item. Bring your attention 

to the sensation of the item in your hand, including its weight and texture.  
7. Movement: Try a quick stretch. Extend your fingers, arms, legs as far as you can; slowly and gently roll 

your head around, focusing on the sensations of the stretch in these areas of your body. You can also, 
flex and release the tension in different muscle groups, from head to toe, or just one area like your 
hands. You can try jumping up and down or mindfully walking where you focus on all sensations of 
walking. 

Self-Compassion, Kindness & Patience 
While you are practising grounding strategies, try to be compassionate and kind to yourself. You want to 
create an experience that allows your brain to shift out of “fight or flight” (the sympathetic nervous system) 
and into “rest and digest” (the parasympathetic nervous system). With self-compassion you are telling your 
brain that you are safe. 
 
1. Kind Statements: Say kind statements, as if you were talking to a friend or small child – for example, 

“You are a good person going through a hard time. You’ll get through this.”  
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2. Loved Ones: Picture people you care about and look at photographs of them. This helps to remind your 
brain that you are not alone in this struggle. 

3. Inspiring Words: Remember the words to an inspiring song, quotation, or poem that makes you feel  
better. 

4. Encouraging Words: Say a coping statement: “I can handle this”, “This feeling will pass”, “I have made it 
through other difficulties in my life”, just like you would say when supporting someone you care about. 

5. Expanding Your Lens: Think of things you are looking forward to in the next week, maybe spending time 
with a friend, going to a movie or going on a hike. This helps to remind you that there are many good 
things surrounding this difficult thing that you are experiencing. 
 

TIPS:  

Practice these techniques while you’re feeling calm, so you’re ready to use them during times of stress. 

• Practice! Practice! Practice! Like any other skill, grounding takes practice. So, practice as  
often as possible and before you actually need it. Then, when you need to call upon this  
skill you will have it, know it and use it well.  

• Practice Preparation: Try listing three of the strategies described above that you think will work 
best for you. Then practice these skills regularly. 

• Reflection: After practicing and/or applying these grounding strategies, what have you noticed? Do 
you feel more in control? Do your emotions change? Are you able to calm yourself and focus on 
something other than the unpleasant emotions and situations?  

• Try to notice which methods you like best – some grounding strategies just work better for some 
people, and some strategies don’t. Try them all, a few times, and in different contexts, and find what 
you like best. 

• Start grounding early on in a difficult mood cycle. Start before the anger, anxiety or  
another feeling gets out of control. Try to notice the early signs of a difficult mood and start using your 
strategies. This “noticing” does take practice, so be patient with yourself. 

• Create your own method of grounding. Any method you make up may be worth much more than those 
you read here, because it is yours.  

• Make up an index card or type in your phone a list of your best grounding methods. Have the list 
available so it is there when you need it. Sometimes we forget we have skills when our brain is hijacked 
in the fight or flight mode. 

• Create recording of a grounding message that you can play when needed. Consider asking your 
counsellor/therapist, or someone close to you, to record it if you want to hear someone else’s voice.  

• Have others assist you in grounding. Teach family and friends about grounding, so that they can help 
guide you with it if you become overwhelmed.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Adapted from:  Seeking Safety by Lisa M. Najavits (2002). www.winona.edu/resilience 


