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The 5-4-3-2-1 Grounding Exercise
A mindfulness-based technique for returning to the present moment

When anxiety spikes or your thoughts start to spiral, one of the most effective things you can do 
is redirect your attention to what's physically around you. The 5-4-3-2-1 grounding exercise 
does exactly that — it uses your five senses to pull your focus out of your head and back into 
the present moment.

It takes less than two minutes, requires nothing but your attention, and works anywhere.

How to Use It
Find a comfortable position — seated, standing, or wherever you are. Take one slow breath. 
Then work through each step below, pausing briefly on each item you notice before moving to 
the next.

5
See — Notice FIVE things

Pick a color, then look around and identify five things of that color. It focuses your 
attention more deliberately than scanning the room at random — and it works just as 
well with any color you choose.

4
Feel — Notice FOUR things

Shift your attention to physical sensation. Your feet on the floor, the weight of your 
hands in your lap, the texture of fabric against your skin, the temperature of the air.

3
Hear — Notice THREE things

Listen for three sounds in your environment. Traffic in the distance, an air conditioner, 
voices in another room. Focus on sounds outside your body.

2
Smell — Notice TWO things

Notice two things you can smell. If nothing is immediately obvious, take a slow breath 
and pay close attention — even a faint smell counts.

1 Taste — Notice ONE thing

What taste is present in your mouth right now? Coffee, gum, a recent meal — just notice 
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whatever is already there.

Why This Works
Grounding exercises like this one interrupt the anxiety cycle by redirecting cognitive resources 
toward neutral sensory input. When you're focused on what you can actually see, feel, hear, 
smell, and taste, your nervous system has less bandwidth for the rumination and 
catastrophizing that feed anxiety and distress.

The technique draws on principles from mindfulness-based therapies and is particularly useful 
during acute anxiety, moments of emotional overwhelm, or when intrusive thoughts are difficult 
to set aside by willpower alone. It does not require any particular mental state to begin — the 
exercise works precisely because it gives anxious attention somewhere concrete to go.

Use this exercise whenever you notice anxiety building, before a stressful situation, or any 
time you want to interrupt a mental spiral and return to the present moment. It works on a 
flight, before a difficult conversation, in a waiting room, or at your desk.

A Note on Practice
Like most skills, grounding becomes more reliable the more you practice it — ideally before you 
need it urgently. Try running through the exercise once on a calm day so the steps feel familiar 
when the moment arrives.

If you find that anxiety, racing thoughts, or emotional overwhelm are showing up frequently and 
disrupting your daily life, that's worth taking seriously. A 15-minute consultation with Dr. Dyer is 
a low-stakes way to explore whether therapy or a more comprehensive evaluation might be 
useful. There's no obligation. You can reach him at dyerpsy.com.
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