
How to Stop a "What If" Spiral

A printable practice workbook with nine grounding tools for the
moments when uncertainty gets loud, overthinking takes over, and
your mind starts rehearsing heartbreak before life has even spoken.

Designed in a calm sage palette to feel elegant on paper, easy on the eyes,
and genuinely useful in real life — not just pretty to look at.

Use one page when you need quick relief, or work through the full sequence
to build your own anti-spiral ritual.

Inside this workbook
→ a 10-minute emergency
reset
→ 9 guided grounding
practices
→ printable planners,
trackers, and thought tables

Made for clarity
Premium spacing, clean
structure, and comfortable
typography keep every page
easy to use by hand.

Built for real life
Each page turns a spiraling
thought into one small
grounded next step you can
actually take.

This workbook works best when you keep it simple:When the spiral feels… Start here

Fast, urgent, body-heavy Page 3 then Page 7 breathing

Sticky and repetitive Page 5 facts reset or Page 6 worry window

Tender or self-critical Page 11 self-compassion rewrite

Worst at night Page 12 night ritual loop closer
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How to Use This Workbook Start with one page. Repeat what helps.
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A kinder way to work with a spiral
You do not need to finish everything in one sitting. Pick the page that matches the kind of spiral you are having today, complete
only what feels supportive, and leave the rest. The goal is not perfect insight. The goal is enough safety to come back to yourself.

My 10-minute anti-spiral reset

Pause and name
the spiral

Exhale longer than
you inhale

Write the feared
loss in one
sentence

Choose one
grounded next

step

A good rule of thumb
When you notice that your thoughts are no
longer moving toward clarity, you are probably
not reflecting anymore — you are looping. That
is your cue to switch from thinking to practice.

My personal cue that I am spiraling
Finish this sentence: “I know I am no longer grounded
when I start…”

If the spiral feels like… Your system may need… Start with…

Fast, urgent, body-heavy Downshifting Page 7 breathing or Page 8 grounding

Sticky and repetitive Containment Page 5 fear vs. facts or Page 6 worry
window

Tender, ashamed, self-blaming Warmth Page 11 compassionate rewrite

Numb, frozen, or unreal Reorientation Page 8 sensory grounding + gentle
movement

Night-time overthinking Closure Page 12 night ritual



Page 3 - The 10-Minute
Anti-Spiral Reset

A one-page rescue card for loud moments.
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Use this page when you feel flooded, mentally stuck, or close to panic. The aim is not to solve the future. The aim is to calm the alarm
enough to think later with more clarity.

Minute 1

Name the
loop

Minutes 2-3

Longer
exhale

Minute 4

Feet on floor

Minute 5

Write the
feared loss

Minutes 6-7

Fear → Facts
→ What

helps

Minutes 8-10

Leave the
thought
alone for

now

The feared loss underneath my spiral
Complete both lines before you move on.

My emergency grounding script
Read this slowly:

This is a spiral, not a prophecy.
My mind is trying to protect something
precious.
I do not need to solve everything right now.
For the next ten minutes, I only need
breath, ground, and one next step.

When my spiral usually starts… The smallest next step that actually helps



Practice 1 - Name the Feared
Loss

Vague fear multiplies. Named fear softens.
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Surface "what if" thoughts often hide a more tender fear underneath. When you name the threatened need or loss directly, your mind
no longer has to keep inventing new scenarios just to communicate pain.

Surface "What If" Thought What It Often Protects The Hidden Fear Underneath

What if they leave? Attachment, belonging,
safety I am afraid to lose where my heart has landed.

What if I fail? Worth, competence,
identity I am afraid my future self will not get to exist.

What if I am too much? Acceptance, relational
security I am afraid love will disappear if I am fully seen.

What if I never heal? Hope, self-trust, meaning I am afraid this pain will become my permanent
home.

What if this good thing does
not last? Joy, trust, openness I am afraid to love what I cannot control.

My own "what if" to unpack
Write the surface thought first, then name the loss beneath it.

A grounding sentence to borrow
No wonder my mind is activated.
It thinks it is protecting something
precious.

The need I want to care for more
directly

Surface "what if" thoughts often hide a more tender fear underneath. When you name the threatened need or loss
directly, your mind no longer has to keep inventing new scenarios just to communicate pain.

Surface "What If" Thought What It Often Protects The Hidden Fear Underneath

What if they leave? Attachment, belonging, safety I am afraid to lose where my heart has landed.

What if I fail? Worth, competence, identity I am afraid my future self will not get to exist.

What if I am too much? Acceptance, relational security I am afraid love will disappear if I am fully seen.

What if I never heal? Hope, self-trust, meaning I am afraid this pain will become my permanent
home.

What if this good thing does not
last? Joy, trust, openness I am afraid to love what I cannot control.



Practice 2 - Fear vs. Facts vs.
What Helps

Turn urgency into structure.
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When your mind demands an answer immediately, use this table instead. It lets fear speak, names what is actually true, and redirects
you toward the next supportive action instead of another hour of analysis.

Fear Facts What Helps Right Now

Reality checks
• A fear can feel vivid without being
inevitable.
• Feeling activated is not the same as having
evidence.
• I can wait to decide until my body is calmer.

My best regulating sentence
Example: "This is a fear, not a forecast."



Practice 3 - The Worry Window
Planner

Contain worry instead of letting it colonize
the day.
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Pick one small daily window for worry. Outside that time, jot the thought down and return later. This teaches your mind that every
“what if” does not get unlimited access to your nervous system.

My worry window
Time of day

Length
10, 15, or 20 minutes

Script to use
outside the window
“This matters, and I will
come back to it later. Right
now I am not available for
full spiraling.”

When the thought appeared Quick note for later At worry time: next step or uncertainty?

What this practice is training
Delay, containment, and the ability to let a
thought be important without letting it
become the atmosphere of your entire day.

What happened when I postponed worry today



Practice 4 - Breathe Down the
Alarm

Calm the body before asking it for insight.
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When your body is activated, thinking harder usually does not help. Start with physiology: a slower pace, a longer exhale, and one cue
that tells your nervous system the emergency is not happening right here in this moment.

A simple breathing rhythm

What I notice in my body
before I breathe

Breathing cue

4 → 6
inhale exhale

What shifts after 2-5
minutes

Keep the inhale easy and let the exhale run a little longer. If counting feels tense, whisper: shorter inhale, longer exhale.

If the spiral says… Try answering with…

I need to think harder right now. My body needs downshifting before my mind can do useful work.

I have to solve this before I rest. I can calm first and decide later.

Something bad must be happening
because I feel so bad. Activation is a body state, not evidence.



Practice 5 - Sensory Grounding
and Gentle Movement

Return from imagined danger to present
reality.
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Grounding works best as reorientation: a way to remind your body that a thought is not the same thing as an emergency. Use the
prompts below to come back into contact with what is actually here.

5 things I
can see

4 things I
can feel

3 things I
can hear

2 things I
can smell

1 thing I
can taste

Gentle movement menu What I will try

Slow walk or pacing

Shoulder rolls or stretching

Feet pressing into the floor

Step outside for one minute

A quick outside reset
Finish this sentence: "When I take my spiral
outdoors, I want to notice…"



Practice 6 - Brain Dump and
Expressive Writing

Give the spiral somewhere to land.
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Use a brain dump when you feel mentally congested. Use expressive writing when the spiral is carrying deeper emotion, grief, or hidden
meaning. Both move the weight out of your head and onto the page.

Brain dump Expressive writing

Fast, messy, practical. Empty your mental tabs without
editing.

Slower, deeper, honest. Write about what hurts, what
it means, and what you need.

My brain dump
Write everything you are trying to hold in your head. No
order required.

Prompt to go deeper
What am I trying to prepare for, and what
does that fear say I deeply care about?

What came up when I answered that
prompt



Practice 7 - Answer Uncertainty
with Micro-Certainties

You do not need total certainty to create
steadiness.
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A spiraling mind often demands impossible certainty. Micro-certainties are smaller anchors: true things you can lean on right now
without pretending to know the whole future.

What feels
uncertain

One thing I
know right now

One next support
step Examples of micro-certainties

• I do not need to decide everything
tonight.
• I can survive not knowing for the
next ten minutes.
• I can ask for support tomorrow.
• I can stop rereading the same
message again.

My three micro-certainties for
today

Sentence to keep
"I cannot make this fully certain, but I can make this moment more supported."



Practice 8 - Replace Self-Interrogation
with Self-Compassion

Reduce the second layer of suffering.
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The spiral is already painful. Self-criticism adds more threat. Use this page to rewrite the tone you use with yourself when fear is here.

Harsh thought Compassionate rewrite

Borrowed compassionate sentences
→ This is a hard moment.

→ My mind is trying to protect me.

→ I do not need to fight myself to feel safer.

→ Fear is here; I do not need to become
cruel because fear is here.

My own gentler voice
If I spoke to myself the way I would speak to someone I
love, I would say:



Practice 9 - Build a Night Ritual
That Closes the Loop

A bridge into rest, not another courtroom.

CAREANDSELFLOVE.COM Workbook Page 12

Night spirals get stronger when everything stays open. This page helps you build a repeatable closing ritual so your body can start
receiving the message that bedtime is for downshifting, not solving.

My 15-minute night sequence

Write what is still
open

Circle what can
wait

Choose one
calming action

Say a permission
sentence

Tomorrow parking lot
List what does not need to be solved tonight.

Permission sentence

"Nothing else needs to be
solved tonight."

My version

Calming action I will pair with it

Permission sentence

“Nothing else needs to be
solved tonight.”

My version

Calming action to pair with it

Permission sentence

“Nothing else needs to be solved
tonight.”

My version

Calming action to pair with it



Page 13 - Seven-Day Spiral
Pattern Tracker

Track what happens. Keep what helps.
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Use this spread for one week. You are not tracking to become hypervigilant; you are tracking to notice patterns, spot your strongest
tools, and reduce the sense that every spiral is random.

Day Trigger or situation Body signal Practice I used How much
it helped One note

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

The pattern I am beginning to notice The one practice I want easier access to
next week



Page 14 - My Personal
Anti-Spiral Plan

Build the version you will actually use.
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The most effective anti-spiral plan is the one that feels simple enough to use when you are activated. Fill in this page with your own
cues, phrases, and first-response practices.

When I most often spiral What my body usually does first

My best first practice My most calming sentence A person or place that helps me feel
steadier

Closing reflection

You do not have to solve uncertainty by suffering inside it. The next time a "what if" spiral begins,
return to one page, one breath, one sentence, and one grounded next step.

I do not have to abandon myself while waiting to find out.


