WAYS OF GROUNDING

Mental Grounding

· Describe your environment in detail, using all your senses – for example, “The walls are white; there are five pink chairs; there is a wooden bookshelf against the wall …”  Describe objects, sounds, textures, colours, smells, shapes, numbers, and temperature.  You can do this anywhere.  For example, on the subway: “I’m on the subway.  I’ll see the river soon.  Those are the windows.  This is the bench.  The metal bar is silver.  The subway map has four colours.”

· Play a “categories” game with yourself.  Try to think of “types of dogs,” “jazz musicians,” “states that begin with ‘A’,” “cars,” “TV shows,” “writers,” “sports,” “songs,” or “cities.”

· 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 …”).

· Imagine.  Use an image: Glide along on skates away from your pain; change the TV channel to get to a better show; think of a wall as a buffer between you and your pain.

· Say a safety statement.  “My name is ____________; I am safe right now.  I am in the present, not the past.  I am located in _____________; the date is _______________.”

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

· Use humour.  Think of something funny to jolt yourself out of your mood.

· Count to 10 or say the alphabet, very s…….l…….o……w…….l……y.

Physical Grounding
· Run cool or warm water over your hands.

· Grab tightly onto your chair as hard as you can.

· Touch various objects around you: a pen, keys, your clothing, the table, the walls.  Notice textures, colours, materials, weight, temperature.  Compare objects you touch: Is one colder? Lighter?

· Dig your heels into the floor – literally “grounding” them!  Notice the tension centered in your heels as you do this.  Remind yourself that you are connected to the ground.

· Carry a grounding object in your pocket – a small object (a small rock, clay, a ring, a piece of cloth or yarn) that you can touch whenever you feel triggered.

· Jump up and down.

· 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.  You are connected to the world.

· Stretch.  Extend your fingers, arms, or legs as far as you can; roll your head around.

· Clench and release your fists.  

· Walk slowly, noticing each footstep, saying “left” or “right” with each step.

· Eat something, describing the flavours in detail to yourself.

· Focus on your breathing, noticing each inhale and exhale.  Repeat a pleasant word to yourself on each inhale (e.g. a favorite colour, or a soothing word such as “safe” or “easy”).

Soothing Grounding

· Say kind statements, as if you were talking to a small child – for example, “You are a good person going through a hard time.  You’ll get through this.”

· Think of favorites.  Think of your favorite color, animal, season, food, time of day, TV show.

· Picture people you care about (e.g. your children), and look at photographs of them.

· Remember the words to an inspiring song, quotation, or poem that makes you feel better (e.g., the Serenity Prayer).

· Remember a safe place.  Describe a place that you find very soothing (perhaps the beach or mountains, or a favorite room); focus on everything about that place – the sounds, colors, shapes, objects, textures.
· Say a coping statement: “I can handle this,” “This feeling will pass.”

· Plan a safe treat for yourself, such as a piece of candy, a nice dinner, or a warm bath.

· 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.

WHAT IF GROUNDING DOES NOT WORK?

Grounding does work!  But, like any other skill, you need to practice to make it as powerful as possible.  Below are suggestions to help make it work for you.

· Practice as often as possible, even when you don’t need it, so that you’ll know it by heart.

· Practice faster.  Speeding up the pace gets you focused on the outside world quickly.

· Try grounding for a looooooonnnnnnngggg time (20-30 minutes).  And repeat, repeat, repeat.

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

· Start grounding early in a negative mood cycle.  Start when a substance craving just starts or when you have just started having a flashback.  Start before anger gets out of control.

· Make up an index card on which you list your best grounding methods and how long to use them.

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

· Prepare in advance.  Locate places at home, in your car, and at work where you have materials and reminders for grounding.

· Create a cassette tape of a grounding message that you can play when needed.  Consider asking your therapist or someone close to you to record it if you want to hear someone else’s voice.

· Think about why grounding works.  Why might it be that by focusing on the external world, you become more aware of an inner peacefulness?  Notice the methods that work for you – why might those be more powerful for you than other methods?

· Don’t give up!
Rethinking Tools: Ways to Change Negative Thoughts and Feelings

From Lisa Najavits, Seeking Safety: A Treatment Manual for PTSD and Substance Abuse

(Guilford Press, 2001).

List Your Options

In any situation, you have choices, and it helps to identify them. For example, Phil was

living with his parents and feeling “pathetic, like a loser.” Instead of continuing to put

himself down, he sat down and made a list of what he could do: (1) Go to job counseling,

get a job, and earn money to move out; (2) See if I can live with a friend; (3) Apply for

disability and move out; (4) Stay with my parents but spend more time on my own. He

began to see that he had choices and that it was up to him to decide among them, rather

than just feeling bad about the situation.

Notice the Source

Who’s telling you something? Can this person be believed? What are that person’s

flaws? This strategy is especially important when you are being criticized or given

advice that you disagree with. For example, Judy’s aunt kept telling her she was fat.

Judy would get depressed and eat more, until she began to see that being talked to like

that was “not okay – it was disrespectful.” She began to see that her aunt was a very

unhappy person who took out her pain on the people around her.

Imagine

Create a mental picture that helps you feel better. For example, Allan imagined his

“heart exploding” when he had a panic attack, and this would make him feel more

anxious. He changed the image to his heart as a “computer” – hard-wired and solid –

computers don’t just blow up and explode. You can create any image you want, as long

as you can picture it: Imagine yourself as a coach encouraging yourself, or an explorer

embarking on a search, or an artist playing with possibilities. You can also use your

imagination to “invent a possible world” – imagine how you want the future to be, and

then move toward that (as in sports training, when an athlete imagines a move before

doing it).

Praise Yourself

Notice what you did right. Decades of research show that the most powerful method of

growth is positive reinforcement. This is the opposite of “beating yourself up” or

“putting yourself down” – neither of which works to make you better. Find every

opportunity for praise, no matter how small. And be generous – there’s no such thing as

overdoing it when it’s well earned.

Learning from Experience

Find a meaningful lesson that can help you next time. For example, Doug asked his

roommate to take his marijuana plants out of the house, but the roommate refused. The

lesson he learned was, “My roommate is not really there for me. I need to either move

out or find a new roommate who is less selfish and won’t drag down my recovery.”

Create a New Story

Tell “what happened” in a way that is respectful of yourself. For example, Jennifer used

to think of herself as “damaged goods.” Eventually she rewrote the story: “Now I think

of myself as a walking miracle, and feel a sense of esteem when I realize how far I’ve

come, and how I’m really a good and decent human being.”

Think of the Consequences

Evaluate the pros and cons over the long term. You feel like having a hit of cocaine. It

may feel great for 15 minutes. But in the long term? You’ve wasted money; your body

will feel worn out; you may dislike yourself more; your family may be disappointed.

Examine the Evidence

Like a scientist or detective, strive to look at the facts objectively. Notice both sides, pro

and con. For example, Jack said, “I can’t get off drugs.” To examine the evidence, he

wrote down two lists, Pro (e.g., “I’ve been using marijuana every day for 3 months”) and

Con (e.g. “I was able to quit for 6 months 4 years ago”). Notice that the lists include only

facts, not opinions. When Jack looked at the lists, he realized that he had had some past

success with recovery and felt a little more motivated to try again.

Brainstorm

Try to think of as many interpretations of a negative situation as possible. For example,

if someone cuts you off in traffic, you could leap to “What a jerk! No one cares about

anyone else.” Or you could generate other interpretations: “Maybe he just found out his

wife has gone into labour,” “Maybe he’s a doctor rushing to the hospital to do surgery.”

This strategy is especially important for situations where you don’t know the truth and

can’t find out. In this situation, you can’t stop the other person’s car and ask why you

were cut off on the road. In short, if you can’t know for sure, you might as well go with

an interpretation that makes you feel better.

What’s the Real Impact?

Sometimes it helps to ask, “What is the real impact on my life?” If you apply for a job

and don’t get it, you may feel depressed and say to yourself, “I’m incompetent; I really

blew the interview. This is terrible.” But if you ask yourself, “What is the real impact?”,

you might think, “That was just one interview. There are many jobs out there, and I can

keep applying, or maybe get new training, job counseling, practice interviewing, or read a

book on how to get a job. This is not the end of the world.” In fact, most situations are

not life-or-death.

Make a Decision

If you’re stuck, try just picking an imperfect road (as long as it’s safe). Sometimes

people get caught up in so many possibilities or the attempt to find a “perfect” solution

that they feel paralyzed, stuck, or confused. When you get this way, it’s actually better

just to go ahead and make a decision for now, even though it may not be perfect. Down

the line you can re-evaluate your decision, but for now, “Do something, anything” (as

long as it’s safe!) is better than feeling paralyzed and doing nothing.

Remember a Better Time

Get perspective by noticing good times. Sometimes when you’re caught in a negative

feeling, it seems as though it has always been this way in the past and will always be this

way in the future. Try to remember better times (e.g., “Last month I was able to keep

myself from bingeing on food for an entire week,” or “Three years ago I was able to hold

a job”). Both PTSD and substance abuse are disorders that may be different at different

times. Stacy wrote, “I used to be Stacy, full of life and vigor, and smart. Now I don’t

know me. Will I come out of this? I am a good person, and the “old me” wants back in.

Can the “old me” live with how I act when I’m sick? I have to remember it’s not me

now, it’s an illness.”

Discover Rules to Live By

Identify principles that keep you focused on recovery – for example, “Take good care of

myself,” or “When in doubt, do what’s hardest.”
