
Five Coping Skills for Overcoming the Fight, Flight or 
Freeze Response 

 

When we recognize our body being stuck in the sympathetic nervous system, i.e., in a state 

of panic, fight, flight or freeze, we need to practice coping skills that can calm our body and 
mind down, so that we can get back to our thinking brain. 

Some of my favorite coping skills to use when in a state of panic or when we notice these 
physical symptoms of anxiety in our body include: 

1. Deep Breathing or Belly Breathing. 

We can lay down on our floor, sit in our chair, stand straight, and practice this skill 

anywhere. We want to take deep breathes where our belly actually expands instead of our 

chest. We can make it fun and practice this with our kids, too! 

2. Grounding Exercises. 

In these exercises, we focus on what is going on in our body or in our immediate 
environment instead of getting stuck in the downward spiral of our thoughts. 

My favorite grounding exercise is called "5, 4, 3, 2, 1" where we use all five of our senses to 
ground. For example, I will name: 

• 5 THINGS I SEE in my environment around me: my desk chair, bookcase, glass of 

water, stapler, computer screen. 

• 4 THINGS I FEEL: my hair, my back pushing firmly into my chair, my feet planted on 
the ground, the couch I am sitting on. 

• 3 THINGS I HEAR: my kids in the background, my fingers typing away at my 
computer keys, and the sound machine in my office. 

• 2 THINGS I SMELL: my lemon candle, the soap I washed my hands with. 

• 1 THINGS I TASTE: peppermint in my mouth. If you don't have access to taste you 
can, say one calming mantra such as, "Just breathe" or "No feeling is final." 

3. Guided Imagery or Guided Meditation. 

We can use our five senses again to describe a place that represents still, calm, peace. We 

can describe what we see, hear, feel, smell, and taste. We can imagine ourselves by the 
beach or in a forest, I even have one client who describes himself in space. 

4. Self Soothe Through Temperature. 

Take a hot shower or bath, hold ice, or use a heating pad. 

 



5. Practice "RAIN" 

One of my favorites that we can also practice comes from Judson Brewer, a 

psychologist considered an expert in the field of anxiety. Often we are trying 

to run or escape our anxious thoughts and he argues against this. We can use 

this skill once we have calmed our body down using skills above. The quick and 

dirty of his skill called RAIN is: 

1.Recognize/Relax: Recognize what is arising inside of us (muscle tension, a 

"what if" thought). 

2.Accept/Allow: Give it space to be there instead of running or distracting 

from it. This is your experience and allow it to be present. 

3.Investigate: What does my body feel like right now? What thoughts may I 

be experiencing? What is happening in my mind? What am I feeling? 

4.Note/Not attach: Note the experience. I am having these thoughts or these 

feelings, but I am not my thoughts and feelings—they are transient and can 

come and go. 

 

I hope these skills can help in this time. Make space in your day-to-day habits and routines 

to check in with your body and mind. Stand up from your desk and do a 30 second 

grounding exercise, practice belly breathing with your kids, take a moment to notice if 
there are any areas in your body that are tense and try to relax them. 

Remember, our thoughts are transient—they come and go. We do not have to believe 

everything we think. Be kind in your thoughts, recognize when your thinking brain is 

starting to "shut down" and show some compassion and kindness to yourself by practicing 

some of the above exercises. 
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