
Distraction Techniques for 
Managing Anxiety
Distraction techniques can be highly effective in managing anxiety by helping divert attention away from distressing 

thoughts and feelings. Here are several ideas for distractions that you might find helpful:

Physical Activities

Take a brisk walk or jog to release tension

Practice gentle yoga or stretching exercises

Dance to upbeat music in your living room

Clean or organize a small area of your home

Mental Engagement

Solve puzzles like crosswords, sudoku, or jigsaw puzzles

Read an engaging book or magazine article

Learn something new through an online tutorial

Count backward from 100 by 7s (93, 86, 79...)

Sensory Experiences

Focus on 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

Hold an ice cube and focus on the sensation

Listen to calming music or nature sounds

Use essential oils or scented candles with soothing scents

Creative Outlets

Draw, paint, or color in an adult coloring book

Write in a journal about positive experiences

Play a musical instrument or sing

Try crafting or DIY projects

Remember that different techniques work for different people, and what helps most may vary depending on the situation. It's 

helpful to practice these techniques regularly, even when you're not feeling anxious, so they become familiar tools you can 

easily access when needed.



Physical Activities and 
Creative Outlets

Physical Activities

Exercise: Go for a walk, jog, or engage in any form of 

physical exercise (e.g., cycling, dancing, yoga). Physical 

activity can release endorphins and boost your mood. 

Even just 10-15 minutes of movement can significantly 

reduce anxiety symptoms by shifting your focus and 

changing your body chemistry.

Stretching: Take a moment to perform some stretches 

to release tension in your body. Focus on areas where 

you typically hold stress, such as your neck, shoulders, 

and back. Deep stretching sends signals to your brain to 

relax and can provide immediate relief.

Mindful Movement: Engage in activities such as tai chi 

or qigong, which combine movement and mindfulness. 

These ancient practices help synchronize your breath 

with gentle, flowing movements that calm both mind 

and body.

Rhythmic Activities: Try activities with repetitive 

motions like swimming, running, or rowing. The rhythmic 

pattern can have a meditative effect on your mind 

while engaging your body physically.

Nature-Based Activities: Hiking, gardening, or simply 

walking barefoot on grass can provide grounding 

sensations that connect you with the natural world and 

reduce anxiety through sensory engagement.

Team Sports or Group Fitness: Joining others for 

basketball, volleyball, or group fitness classes adds a 

social component that can distract from anxious 

thoughts while providing physical benefits.

Creative Outlets

Art: Draw, paint, or engage in any form of visual art. Even 

doodling can be a helpful distraction. The process of 

creating something visually engaging redirects mental 

energy from worry to creation, offering both distraction 

and self-expression.

Crafting: Try knitting, crocheting, or making something 

with your hands. The repetitive motions can be 

meditative, while the tactile sensations provide 

grounding. Completing a craft project also gives a sense 

of accomplishment and control.

Writing: Journal your thoughts or write poetry, short 

stories, or even letters to friends or yourself. Writing 

externalizes internal experiences, helping you process 

emotions while creating distance from overwhelming 

feelings.

Music: Play an instrument, sing, or simply listen to music 

that resonates with you. Music engages different parts 

of the brain than anxious thoughts occupy, providing 

effective distraction while potentially elevating mood.

Cooking or Baking: Following recipes requires focus and 

precision while engaging multiple senses. The creative 

aspects of cooking combined with the reward of 

enjoying what you've made can be deeply satisfying 

and distracting.

Photography: Capturing images requires looking at the 

world through a different lens4literally. This shift in 

perspective can help break cycles of anxious thinking 

while encouraging mindful observation of your 

surroundings.

Digital Creation: Try graphic design, video editing, or 

digital illustration. These modern creative outlets can be 

accessible through smartphones or computers and 

provide engaging, absorbing activities that require 

concentration.



Sensory Engagement and 
Mindfulness

Engage Your 
Senses

Listening to Music: Create a 

playlist of your favorite calming 

or uplifting songs, or explore 

new music.

Podcasts & Audiobooks: Listen 

to engaging podcasts or 

audiobooks that capture your 

interest.

Cooking or Baking: Focus on 

the process of preparing a 

meal or trying out a new recipe.

Aromatherapy: Use essential 

oils, scented candles, or 

incense to create calming 

sensory experiences.

Tactile Stimulation: Handle 

stress balls, fidget toys, or 

textured objects to ground 

yourself through touch.

Visual Engagement: Watch 

nature documentaries, art 

films, or simply observe natural 

settings around you.

Mindfulness 
and Relaxation 
Techniques

Breathing Exercises: Practice 

deep breathing or try 

techniques like box breathing 

or diaphragmatic breathing.

Guided Imagery: Listen to 

guided meditations that 

transport you to a peaceful 

place in your mind.

Progressive Muscle Relaxation: 

Tense and then relax different 

muscle groups in your body to 

help release tension.

Body Scan Meditation: 

Mentally scan your body from 

head to toe, noticing 

sensations without judgment.

Mindful Walking: Take a slow 

walk focusing entirely on the 

sensation of walking and your 

surroundings.

Gratitude Practice: Redirect 

your thoughts to things you're 

thankful for to shift your 

mental focus.

Grounding 
Practices

5-4-3-2-1 Technique: Name 5 

things you can see, 4 things you 

can touch, 3 things you can 

hear, 2 things you can smell, 

and 1 thing you can taste.

Temperature Change: Hold an 

ice cube or splash cold water 

on your face to create a 

physical sensation that 

interrupts anxious thoughts.

Object Focus: Select an 

everyday object and examine it 

in great detail, noting its 

texture, color, weight, and other 

properties.

Name Game: Look around and 

name objects in alphabetical 

order to redirect your focus.

Math Exercises: Do simple 

mental arithmetic or count 

backward from 100 by 7s to 

engage your analytical brain.



Interactive and 
Nature-Based 
Activities
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Interactive Engagements

Puzzles: Work on a jigsaw puzzle, crossword, or Sudoku. Try 

varying the difficulty levels depending on your current state 

of mind.

Games: Play video games, board games, or card games that 

you enjoy. Cooperative games can be especially engaging 

when shared with others.

Brain Teasers: Try out brain games or apps designed for 

cognitive challenges. These help redirect your focus to 

problem-solving.

Learning: Take an online course or tutorial about something 

you've always wanted to learn. The novelty can be a 

powerful distraction.

Virtual Tours: Explore museums, landmarks, or natural 

wonders through virtual tours available online.

2

Nature Connection

Outdoor Activities: Spend time in nature by going for a hike, 

a nature walk, or simply sitting in a park. Notice the details 

around you - the sounds, smells, and textures.

Gardening: Engage in gardening or tending to houseplants, 

which can be both calming and rewarding. Growing herbs 

indoors can provide both visual pleasure and culinary 

benefits.

Wildlife Watching: Set up a bird feeder or find a local spot 

for observing wildlife. The unpredictability of animal 

behavior can keep your mind engaged.

Foraging: Learn about edible plants in your area or go 

mushroom hunting (with proper knowledge or guidance).

Natural Collections: Collect interesting rocks, leaves, or 

shells that you find during outdoor explorations.
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Social Connections

Reach Out: Call or text a friend or loved one to chat. Social 

interaction can be a powerful distraction. Video calls can 

provide an even stronger sense of connection.

Join a Group: Participate in community activities or hobbies 

that involve meeting new people (e.g., book clubs, classes, or 

sports).

Volunteer Work: Find opportunities to help others through 

volunteer work. This can provide perspective and a sense of 

purpose.

Pet Interaction: Spend time with pets - yours or someone 

else's. Animal shelters often welcome volunteers to walk 

dogs or play with cats.

Shared Experiences: Attend concerts, art exhibits, or 

community events where you can share experiences with 

others, even if you don't know them personally.
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Creative Collaborations

Group Projects: Engage in collaborative creative efforts like 

community murals, neighborhood improvement projects, or 

group performances.

Idea Exchanges: Join forums or discussion groups related to 

your interests where you can exchange ideas and 

perspectives.

Co-creation: Work with others on writing a story, composing 

music, or developing a game together.

Skill Sharing: Teach someone a skill you possess or learn 

something new from someone else.



Additional Strategies and 
Tips

Digital and Organizational 
Engagement

Digital Engagement: Watch movies or TV shows; 

immerse yourself in a good movie or binge-watch a 

series that captures your attention. Consider taking 

online courses or watching tutorials to learn something 

new. Audiobooks and podcasts can also provide an 

engaging escape while allowing you to learn or be 

entertained.

Organizing and Clearing Space: Spend time organizing 

a room, closet, or workspace. Creating order in your 

environment can help reduce internal chaos. Make lists 

of things you want to do, places you want to visit, or 

goals you want to achieve. Try decluttering using 

methods like the KonMari technique to focus on items 

that "spark joy."

Pets and Animals: Engage in activities with your pet, 

such as playing, grooming, or simply cuddling. If 

possible, visit animal cafés or pet shelters to spend time 

with animals to boost your mood and distract from 

anxiety. Studies show that interacting with animals can 

lower stress hormones and increase oxytocin 

production.

Creative Documentation: Start a blog, journal, or vlog 

documenting your experiences, hobbies, or interests. 

This creative outlet can both distract you and provide a 

way to process your thoughts and feelings in a 

structured format.

Virtual Exploration: Use virtual reality or online tours to 

"visit" museums, national parks, or famous landmarks 

around the world. This can provide both education and 

relaxation while expanding your horizons from the 

comfort of home.

Tips for Effective 
Distractions

Be Mindful of Your Preferences: Choose distractions 

that genuinely interest you and feel enjoyable. If an 

activity doesn't resonate, feel free to switch to 

something else. Pay attention to which activities truly 

help you feel calmer and which might actually increase 

your anxiety.

Use the 5-4-3-2-1 Grounding Technique: Engage in 

grounding by identifying 5 things you can see, 4 you can 

touch, 3 you can hear, 2 you can smell, and 1 you can 

taste. This can help bring you back to the present. 

Practice this technique regularly so it becomes second 

nature when anxiety strikes.

Limit Screen Time: While digital distractions can be 

helpful, be mindful of excessive screen time. Try to 

balance it with activities that promote physical 

movement and connection. Consider using apps that 

track and limit your screen time if you find yourself 

overusing digital distractions.

Create a Distraction Toolkit: Prepare a physical or 

digital toolkit with items and activities that have helped 

you in the past. This might include fidget toys, favorite 

music playlists, contact information for supportive 

friends, or instructions for breathing exercises.

Practice Transitions: When moving from a distraction 

back to daily responsibilities, do so gradually. Take a 

moment to acknowledge how the activity helped you, 

and carry that calmer state forward. A brief 

mindfulness practice can help bridge this transition.

Schedule Regular Breaks: Don't wait until anxiety is 

overwhelming to use distraction techniques. Build 

regular "distraction breaks" into your routine as a 

preventative measure, especially during stressful 

periods.

Implementing these distraction techniques can help you 

manage anxiety more effectively and restore a sense of 

calm. You may need to try several options to see what 

works best for you in different situations. Remember that 

distraction is a valuable short-term coping strategy, but for 

persistent anxiety, consider combining these techniques 

with professional support and long-term anxiety 

management strategies.


