
1Calming down

There are different ways to get rid of tension, anxiety, and stress. Here are 
some physical ways to help calm your body down.

When you have chronic pain after a brain injury, it is easy to get overwhelmed by your emotions 
or what you are feeling in your body. It can be hard to get rid of the tension and stress in your 
body and this can come out as an angry outburst, yelling, worry or anxiety. 

Before your injury, you might have been able to rid yourself of these feelings by exercising, playing 
sport and hanging out with friends. It can be harder to do these activities now, so the tension and 
stress in your body builds up, making your pain worse and harder for you to cope with everything. 

There are different ways to get rid of the tension, anxiety, and stress. Some of them are more in 
your mind, like relaxation and meditation. If you would like to try these, check out the ‘relaxation’ 
and ‘meditation’ tools. 

But sometimes after a brain injury, it can be hard to tap into these tools. It can be helpful to learn 
more physical ways to get rid of the tension in your body and this can help to bring down the 
pressure and anxiety that comes with coping with chronic pain. 

Have a look the tools below and make a plan to help you calm down your body. 

These ‘calming down’ tools help you to settle yourself when you are feeling overwhelmed by 
strong emotions, too much sensory information or your pain. They are quite simple and only take a 
few minutes. They help to ground you in the moment and let go of the strong emotions. Some of 
these tools need you to move or focus on parts of your body, if this is not possible due to an 
ongoing injury or your pain, try the tool with another part of your body or try the next tool. 

You can practice these tools anytime. Start practising when you are calm, then you can use them 
when you are feeling overwhelmed. 

Calming down
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https://aci.health.nsw.gov.au/chronic-pain/brain-injury/anxiety/relaxation
https://aci.health.nsw.gov.au/chronic-pain/brain-injury/sleep/meditation
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Ground your feet 

This works best if you can place your bare feet on the ground outside but if you cannot, work 
with where you are right now.

Place your feet on the ground and feel where your feet touch the ground. If you can, stand up 
and bounce a little bit. Notice how your feet feel. You can also use a tennis ball to roll under 
each foot, or move your feet on the ground, massage them, or wiggle and stretch your toes. It 
does not really matter what you do with your feet, the point is to bring your complete attention 
and feel what is happening to your feet in that moment. Notice how this feels and how it can 
help you to let go of your tension.

When you are feeling overwhelmed, bring back these feelings by focusing on your feet. Push 
them into the ground and spread your toes in your shoes. This can help to ground you in the 
moment and let go of the stress around you. 

Drop anchor 

This tool can be used as a circuit breaker for anxiety and tension. It has three steps. 

A – Acknowledge what is going on in your body right now. Focus on the feelings, thoughts, 
emotions and memories you are having right now. 

C – Come back into your body. While you are aware of these feelings and thoughts, come 
back into your body by: 

• pushing your fingers together

• pushing your feet to the floor

• stretching your arms or neck

• shrugging your shoulders.

E – Engage in what you are doing. Keep being aware of your thoughts and feeling, and 
connecting to your body, and pay attention to what is going on around you. You can do this by 
looking around the room, noticing five things you can see, three things you can hear, what you 
can smell or taste in your mouth and what you are doing. 

Try going through the ACE cycle slowly three times and build up to two to three minutes using 
this tool.

CALMING DOWN TOOLS
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Grounding item

Choose a small special object, this could be a stone or polished rock, some jewellery, or 
anything small you can keep with you all the time. When you feel anxious, tense or 
overwhelmed, hold the item and focus on how it feels in your hand, how heavy it is, how soft, 
smooth, rough it is. Put all your attention on the object, after a few minutes notice how your 
feelings have shifted. 

Focus on breathing out

Find out more about deep breathing is in the ‘relaxation’ and ‘meditation’ sections. 

Focus on making breathing out longer to calm down. Take a moment to connect with your 
breath and start counting how long you breathe in each time. When you breathe out, try 
making it one or two counts longer than your breathing in. If you breathe in for three counts, 
breathe out for four to five counts. Keep doing this and try making the breathing out longer.  
Do this for eight breaths.

If you feel comfortable, you can take this a step further by adding the sound ‘mmmm’ as you 
breathe out. This sound makes a vibration through your whole head. Make the sound for as 
long as you can and then breathe in again. Try this for eight breaths, focusing on the vibration 
in your head.

Change your temperature 

To let go of tension, it can help to surprise your body by splashing your face with cold water. 
When you are feeling overwhelmed, find the nearest sink and splash your face with cold water. 
You can use anything that is cold, like a freezer pack or cool washcloth on your face, or just run 
cool water over your hands. You only need to do this for 30 seconds. 

Hold yourself

Simple things like holding yourself can help you calm down by connecting with your body and 
turning down your thoughts and feelings. 

Start by noticing what is happening within your body, then place your right hand under your 
left armpit, holding the side of your chest. Then put your left hand on your right arm. Breathe 
slowly and focus on what you can feel under your hands. What does your arm feel like, can you 
feel skin or your clothing, can you feel your heartbeat? Focus on how the rest of your body feels, 
does it feel held and contained? Try this for a few minutes and notice your body calming down. 
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Get some rhythm 

Your body is made to move, and this helps release tension – this can be hard when you have 
chronic pain. The good news is, even gentle movements such as swinging and swaying can help. 

Start by standing up and feeling your feet grounded on the floor. Turn your upper body to the 
left like you are looking over your shoulder, then move to your right side, gently moving your 
whole upper body and your arms. Keep a slight bend in your knees and as you keep moving, 
You can let your hips move too. Try this for one to two minutes. If you cannot stand, try doing 
this in a chair. 

Tap into your senses 

Use the 5-4-3-2-1 tool. Find five things you can see, four things you can touch, three things 
you can hear, two things you can smell and one thing you can taste. Focusing on your senses 
can help you to come back into your body and calm down. 

Be Pain Smart – Anxiety

Pick two tools that you can use to help you come back into your body and calm down. Think about 
which tools would work best for you and when you will use them. Look at this example and then 
make your own plan.
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My plan to calm down

Pick two tools you think could work for you, then make a plan to try them out. 

Tool 1 

I will use this tool:

When will I use the tool?

After I sit down for a while, my pain gets really bad. I am trying to move every 20 minutes. Every 
time I move, I could do some swaying. Then when I get stressed or the pain is worse I can use the 
swaying to help my calm down.

Tool 2 

I will use this tool:

When will I use the tool?

I have been trying to do some deep breathing and it has been working well so far. I can now add 
in the extra time breathing out and maybe even try the ‘mmmm’ sound. I will try it a few times a 
day and then I know it will be ready to use when I get overwhelmed.

Get some rhythm

Breathing out
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Now it is your turn to give it a go. 

My plan to calm down

Pick two tools you think could work for you, then make a plan to try them out. 

Tool 1 

I will use this tool:

When will I use the tool?

Tool 2 

I will use this tool:

When will I use the tool?
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