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  What causes anxiety? 

Scientific research suggests that anxiety is caused by a combination of factors related to both “nature” (our genetics) and 
“nurture” (our individual experiences).  

 

Can I get rid of anxiety altogether? 
Well the answer is…not really. Anxiety is vital to our survival just like hunger and thirst. Without anxiety we would not be as 
aware of possible threats to our safety. And we probably wouldn’t enjoy a scary movie or a roller coaster! 

Anxiety is necessary to protect us and can even be fun at times. It isn’t in our best interests to get rid of it completely! 
 
Take home point: 
The symptoms of anxiety are the “fight or flight” response, and are normal, functional, and necessary for survival. They 
become a problem when they are too severe or happen too often, given the real amount of danger present, or if it interferes 
with the activities of life. 

Remember: Anxiety is uncomfortable, not dangerous! 
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•Sweating
•Trouble breathing
•Tightness in the chest, chestpain
•Dizziness
•Feeling: “Things aren’t real”
•Feeling: “I don’t feel like 

myself.”
•Tingling and numbness in 

fingers, toes, and other 
extremities

•Nausea, vomiting
•Muscle tension
•Low energy, exhaustion
•Changes in body temperature
•Shaking, jitters
•Urgency to urinate or defecate
•Changes in vision and other 
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s •Worries
•Negative thoughts about one’s 

ability to tolerate emotions or 
future stress

•Negative predictions about 
future events

•Other common thoughts: “I am 
going crazy!”

•“I am going to have a heart 
attack!”

•“I am going to faint.”
•Trouble concentrating or 

keeping attention
•Magical ideas, phrases or images 

such
•as “If I do not wash my hands I 

will die or someone will be 
harmed.”

•Preoccupation with body 
sensations or functions Be
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s •Avoidance of anything that 
provokes anxiety, including 
people, places, situations, 
objects, animals, thoughts, 
memories, body feelings, etc.

•Protective, “safety” 
behaviors

•Aggression, verbal abuse, 
lashing out

•Alcohol and/or drug use
•Compulsive behaviors, such 

as excessive checking or 
other unreasonable or 
harmful rituals or routines

Anxiety
Anxiety is a part of our bodies’ natural alarm 

system, the “fight or flight” response, which exists 
to protect us from danger. These natural body 
responses are not harmful— but they can be 

really uncomfortable!

The most pure form of the “fight or flight” response is a panic attack, which involves a 
rush of anxiety symptoms, many of which are listed below, usually peaking in about 10 
minutes. In these cases, the body is trying to tell us “something dangerous is happening 
right now!” Other forms of anxiety that are less acute but often just as debilitating, such 

as chronic worry, involve symptoms similar to the “fight or flight” symptoms of panic 
attacks. However, in these cases, it is as if the body is saying “something dangerous is 
going to happen sometime in the future… so watch out!” The differences between the 
two are the intensity of the response and the context in which it is triggered. The most 
common anxiety symptoms are listed below. Try circling the ones that apply to you.
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What is Sleep Hygiene? 
 
‘Sleep hygiene’ is the term used to describe good sleep habits. 
Considerable research has gone into developing a set of 
guidelines and tips which are designed to enhance good 
sleeping, and there is much evidence to suggest that these 
strategies can provide long-term solutions to sleep difficulties.  
 
There are many medications which are used to treat insomnia, 
but these tend to be only effective in the short-term. Ongoing 
use of sleeping pills may lead to dependence and interfere 
with developing good sleep habits independent of medication, 
thereby prolonging sleep difficulties. Talk to your health 
professional about what is right for you, but we recommend 
good sleep hygiene as an important part of treating insomnia, 
either with other strategies such as medication or cognitive 
therapy or alone. 
 
Sleep Hygiene Tips 

1) Get regular. One of the best ways to train your body to 
sleep well is to go to bed and get up at more or less the 
same time every day, even on weekends and days off! This 
regular rhythm will make you feel better and will give your 
body something to work from. 

2) Sleep when sleepy. Only try to sleep when you actually 
feel tired or sleepy, rather than spending too much time 
awake in bed. 

3) Get up & try again. If you haven’t been able to get to 
sleep after about 20 minutes or more, get up and do 
something calming or boring until you feel sleepy, then 
return to bed and try again. Sit quietly on the couch with 
the lights off (bright light will tell your brain that it is time 
to wake up), or read something boring like the phone 
book. Avoid doing anything that is too stimulating or 
interesting, as this will wake you up even more. 

4) Avoid caffeine & nicotine. It is best to avoid consuming 
any caffeine (in coffee, tea, cola drinks, chocolate, and 
some medications) or nicotine (cigarettes) for at least 4-6 
hours before going to bed. These substances act as 
stimulants and interfere with the ability to fall asleep 

5) Avoid alcohol. It is also best to avoid 
alcohol for at least 4-6 hours before going to 
bed. Many people believe that alcohol is 
relaxing and helps them to get to sleep at 
first, but it actually interrupts the quality of 
sleep. 

6) Bed is for sleeping. Try not to use your bed 
for anything other than sleeping and sex, so that your body 
comes to associate bed with sleep. If you use bed as a 
place to watch TV, eat, read, work on your laptop, pay 
bills, and other things, your body will not learn this 
connection. 

 

 C entre for 

C linical 

I nterventions 

•Psychotherapy•Research•Training 

7) No naps. It is best to avoid taking naps 
during the day, to make sure that you 
are tired at bedtime. If you can’t make it 
through the day without a nap, make 
sure it is for less than an hour and 
before 3pm. 

8) Sleep rituals. You can develop your own rituals of things to 
remind your body that it is time to sleep - some people find 
it useful to do relaxing stretches or breathing exercises for 
15 minutes before bed each night, or sit calmly with a cup of 
caffeine-free tea. 

9) Bathtime. Having a hot bath 1-2 hours before bedtime can 
be useful, as it will raise your body temperature, causing you 
to feel sleepy as your body temperature drops again. 
Research shows that sleepiness is associated with a drop in 
body temperature. 

10) No clock-watching. Many people who struggle with sleep 
tend to watch the clock too much. Frequently checking the 
clock during the night can wake you up (especially if you turn 
on the light to read the time) and reinforces negative 
thoughts such as “Oh no, look how late it is, I’ll never get to 
sleep” or “it’s so early, I have only slept for 5 hours, this is 
terrible.” 

11) Use a sleep diary. This worksheet can be a useful way of 
making sure you have the right facts about your sleep, rather 
than making assumptions. Because a diary involves watching 
the clock (see point 10) it is a good idea to only use it for 

two weeks to get an idea of what is going and then 
perhaps two months down the track to see how you 
are progressing.   

12) Exercise. Regular exercise is a good idea to 
help with good sleep, but try not to do strenuous 
exercise in the 4 hours before bedtime. Morning 

walks are a great way to start the day feeling refreshed! 

13) Eat right. A healthy, balanced diet will help you to sleep 
well, but timing is important. Some people find that a very 
empty stomach at bedtime is distracting, so it can be useful 
to have a light snack, but a heavy meal soon before bed can 
also interrupt sleep. Some people recommend a warm glass 
of milk, which contains tryptophan, which acts as a natural 
sleep inducer.  

14) The right space. It is very important that your bed and 
bedroom are quiet and comfortable for sleeping. A cooler 
room with enough blankets to stay warm is best, and make 
sure you have curtains or an eyemask to block out early 
morning light and earplugs if there is noise outside your 
room. 

15) Keep daytime routine the same. Even if you have a bad 
night sleep and are tired it is important that you  try to keep 
your daytime activities the same as you had planned. That is, 
don’t avoid activities because you feel tired. This can 
reinforce the insomnia.   
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Instructions: 
Review this handout. Then, answer the reflection question that follows. 
 
What is Grounding? 
Grounding is 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 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 to begin with. And grounding can be done anytime, anywhere, and no one has to 
know. 
 
Ways of Grounding: 
There are three types of grounding. You may find that one of these types works better for you, 
or that each is helpful.  

1. Mental (focusing your mind) 
2. Physical (focusing  your senses) 
3. Soothing (talking to yourself in a very kind way) 

 
Mental Grounding: 

1. Describe your environment in detail, using all of your senses – for example, “The walls 
are white, there are five blue chairs, there is a wooden bookshelf against the wall…” 
Describe objects, sounds, textures, colors, smells, shapes, numbers, and temperature. 
You can do this anywhere. 

2. Play a “categories” game with yourself. Try to think of types of dogs, jazz musicians, 
animals or famous people that begin with each letter of the alphabet, cars, TV shows, 
writers, sports, songs, cities. 

3. Describe an everyday activity in great detail. For example, describe a meal that you 
cook (e.g., “First, I peel the potatoes and cut them into quarters; then I boil the water; 
then I make an herb marinade of oregano, basil, garlic, and olive oil…”). 

4. Imagine. Use a pleasant or comforting mental image. Again, use all of your senses to 
make it as real and vid as possible. 

5. Read something, saying each word to yourself. Or read each letter backwards so that 
you focus on the letters and not the meaning of words. 

6. Use humor. Think of something funny to jolt yourself out of your mood. 
7. Count to 10 or say the alphabet, very s . . . l . . . o . . . w . . . l . . . y. 
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Physical Grounding: 

1. Run cool or warm water over your hands. 
2. Grab tightly onto your chair as hard as you can; notice the sensations and the 

experience.  
3. Touch various objects around you: a pen, your clothing, the table, the walls. Notice 

textures, colors, weight, temperature. Compare the objects you touch. 
4. Carry a grounding object in your pocket – a small object (a small rock, ring, piece of 

cloth) that you can touch whenever you feel unpleasant emotions rising. 
5. Notice your body: the weight of your body in the chair; wiggling your toes in your socks; 

the feel of your back against the chair.  
6. Stretch. Extend your fingers, arms, legs as far as you can; slowly and gently roll your 

head around. 
7. Clench and release your firsts. 
8. Jump up and down. 
9. Eat something in a savoring way; fully experience the food; describe the sights, aromas, 

textures, flavors, and the experience in detail to yourself. 
10. Focus on your breathing, noticing each inhale and exhale. Repeat a pleasant word to 

yourself on each exhale. 
 

Soothing Grounding: 
1. 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.” 
2. Think of favorites. Think of your favorite color, animal, season, food, time of day, TV 

show. 
3. Picture people you care about and look at photographs of them. 
4. Remember the words to an inspiring song, quotation, or poem that makes you feel 

better (e.g., serenity prayer). 
5. Say a coping statement: “I can handle this,” “This feeling will pass.” 
6. Plan a safe treat for yourself, such as a piece of candy, a nice dinner, or a warm bath. 
7. Think of things you are looking forward to in the next week – perhaps time with a 

friend, going to a movie, or going on a hike. 
 
TIPS: 

• 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.  

• Try to notice which methods you like best – physical, mental, or soothing grounding 
methods, or some combination. 

• Start grounding early on in a negative mood cycle. Start before the anger, anxiety, or 
other feeling gets out of control. 
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• 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.  

• Create an mp3 of a grounding message that you can play when needed. Consider 
asking your counselor 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.  

• Don’t give up! 
 
 
 
Now, list three of the strategies described above that you think will work best for you. Then 
practice these skills regularly, so in times of need you will know what to do and how to do it 
successfully. 
 
3 grounding strategies I am committed to learning, practicing, and applying: 

1.   

2.   

3.   

 

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? 
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