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ANXIETY INTO ACTION: 8 STEPS 
TO CREATE CALM FROM THE STORM 

 

Pent-up anxiety might just be at the core of most mental health problems.  

 
With few exceptions, anxiety accompanies almost every single mental health diagnosis. 

Anxiety – stress, worry, and edginess – is a ubiquitous part of modern life. And it can be 

miserable. Who can't relate to the uncomfortable feelings of being really anxious or 
stressed out?  And who hasn't wished for the ability to simply calm down and relax at 
will?  
 
Indeed, many of the available resources on the subject of anxiety address how we can 
reduce it, avoid it or get rid of it. But that might not always be in our best interests. While 

it goes without saying that too much anxiety is detrimental a “healthy dose” of anxiety 

can be motivational, beneficial and even transformative.  
 
Anxiety, in and of itself, is not necessarily a bad thing. In fact, it is probably the most 
powerful and sensitive emotion we have, and it especially packs a punch when it comes 
to adapting to new situations. Anxiety, which is experienced deep in a primitive part of 
our brain called the amygdala, is critical to survival; it both alerts us to danger and gives 
us the energy necessary to fight or to flee from danger. And while anxiety is seldom 
required to fight or flee from predators anymore, like our ancestors did, we rely on our 
anxiety to signal that we are in danger and to give us the energy to protect ourselves.  
 
Over time, modern life has complicated the landscape to which anxiety must respond, 
and such ever-changing environments tax our anxiety response in new and 
unprecedented ways. Understanding our anxiety response isn't always easy, and we do 
not always feel prepared for action when we are faced with anxiety. Indeed, we 

sometimes feel the contrary – stymied and stuck, unable to take necessary action. 

Without the tools to harness our anxiety, we neither fight nor flee; we shut down.  
 
Our ancestors had to act in dangerous situations if they were to survive. Indecision, 
hesitation or doubt would have ensured their peril. In modern times, inaction can be 
dangerous too, and it is becoming an increasingly common response to the more 
nuanced and complicated threats of modern times. The saber-toothed tigers of the past 
have evolved into the more subtle financial, relationship and status threats of today. 
Deciding whether to take action or to flee from a modern threat is not always as clear as 
it would be from a predatory animal, which accounts for why it is so hard for us to know 
how to react to the cause of our anxiety. 
 
Even so, anxiety continues to perform its job in offering up opportunities for action, 
inviting us to discern aspects of threatening situations that we can control and to take 
steps to do so. And although we are often afraid to take action, action is surely the only 
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way out of whatever stressful situation we are facing. Not only does action present an 
important outlet for anxiety, but it actually begins to reverse the stressor itself by 
chipping away at the problem that caused the anxiety in the first place. Additionally, 

using anxious energy to bravely face a stressor promises a real boost in self-esteem – 

and thus the strength to resist anxiety in future situations. Conversely, avoiding action 
fuels the anxiety we are already experiencing by disallowing its release, strengthens the 
stressor by avoiding a solution, and diminishes our self-confidence.  
 
So how do we harness this powerful emotion and use it to spur ourselves to action? 
 
Step 1) The first step is self-empathy. Acknowledge your anxiety, and show yourself 
compassion for how you are feeling. There is a legitimate reason for your anxiety. Think 
about what it is that you are upset about. Recognize that it is reasonable to be upset, 
and respect your feelings. Do not waste energy fighting the anxiety, wishing it wasn't 
there, or wondering whether or not your feelings are appropriate. If you are feeling 
anxious, your body is trying to tell you something. Your job is to listen and not to argue 
with your body. You have enough on your plate already. 
 
Step 2) The next step is changing your mindset toward growth. This will give you 
encouragement. We all know that at some level we have to act. Finding the courage to 
take action is sometimes the hardest part. This is where vigilance over your mindset 
comes into play. In times of stress, when action is needed most, we cannot afford to 
have a negative attitude. We cannot afford to feel defeated. We must be strong, and 
finding the positive helps us do that.  
 
Pay attention to your mindset. Do you view your situation as terrible or hopeless or as a 
reflection of your own failures as a person? Instead, look for a way to see the situation 
as an opportunity. What is in front of you now that wasn't there before? How is this 

positive? What changes are you now able to make that you couldn’t have made before? 

Where is there room for growth?  
 
Not only is this mindset adaptive, but according to Carol Dweck, choosing a mindset for 
change just might provide you the courage and the will you need to put your anxiety into 
action.  
 

Step 3) Now it’s time to prepare for action. Your mindset overhaul has provided you 

with the strength to face the truth and readied you for action. Now ask yourself: What 
could you do to change your situation today - right now? Sometimes when we are 
anxious, it is tempting to focus on the things we cannot change: for example, whether 
someone will do something we want, or whether an event might happen. But this is a 

trap – there is nothing in these scenarios that we can actually control. The trick is to 

avoid this trap and focus instead on what is in your control to change.  
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If the starting place for action isn't obvious, you may need to break the solution into 
smaller pieces. Probably the single best procrastination-buster I use in my practice is 
helping my clients break tasks down into small enough pieces so that the first step 
doesn't even feel like a step. Incidentally, this is also one of the most effective starting 
places for habit change: pieces that are small enough so that no one part, in and of  
itself, is scary to the point of avoidance. 
 
Step 4) Create a plan of action. Think about what steps you need to take and visualize 
taking the steps you have laid out. Optimize your success by scheduling action during 
the times that you are typically most productive. Ask yourself what might be the time of 
day, the day of the week and the environment that will maximize your capacity to 
concentrate and stretch a little bit outside of your comfort zone. Is it first thing in the 

morning when you’re fresh?  Mid-morning when you’re nourished from breakfast? Right 

before you head home from work? Before bed when  the house is quiet?  What setting 
do you find most conducive to productivity? At home? At the office? In a public place 
like a coffee shop? Finally, consider what routines you already have in place that might 
help you stick to your plan. What existing productive habits do you have that you could 
add to? For example, if you were worried about your weight and taking action will 
involve reducing calories and increasing exercise, you would look for how you could 
improve existing habits towards reaching those goals. Ask yourself what habits you 
already have that you could improve. Perhaps you have an exercise routine that you 
could lengthen or intensify. Perhaps to your food shopping routine, you could add 
making a more calorie sensitive shopping list.  
 
The answers to these questions will become your plan. The ideal time to do something 
difficult and scary is when we naturally feel our strongest and most focused. For many 
people, this time is early in the week, before they get worn down by the other demands 
of the week; early in the day, after a nourishing meal that includes complex 
carbohydrates and protein; and in a setting outside of the home. Once you have 
narrowed down your ideal window and planned the setting, you are ready to structure 
your action(s). 
  
Step 5) Beware of the "yes, buts." Carefully assess for avoidance that is masquerading 
as caution. Listen to your resistance, but consider carefully whether it is really valid. 
What concerns are standing in the way of your taking action? What challenges do you 
foresee? What roadblocks may lie ahead and how much is your worry about them 
getting in your way?  
 
These concerns need to be compared with the original anxiety-generating stressor in 
terms of anxiety strength and potential outcomes. In other words, how important are 
these concerns compared to your primary concern, and what potential compromises 
could be made? A common example of this is the struggle with time and the familiar 
concern that there is simply not enough time in the day to take on something new, let 
alone something new and scary. Yet, in weighing time costs for the solution, one must 
first compare the time costs of action to the time costs of inaction. Chances are, the 
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time and energy your anxiety and inaction have already consumed and continue to 
consume are substantial. Taking action will require time and energy, but once you 
resolve the stressor, it will no longer consume your resources. 
 
Step 6) Take action. Now that all of your thinking and planning are done, take a deep 

breath, harness your anxiety to fuel your action, and as the Nike ad goes, ”just do it."   

If you can't quite do it alone, borrow some courage and reach out for a support system –

either external or internal. Figuratively take that support by the hand and take action 
together. One of my favorite descriptions of self-support is from a patient who described 
her action strategy, which routinely involved telling herself out loud to "be a big girl" 
before taking the first scary step.  
 
Step 7) Momentum: Noticing how manageable it was to take that first step can give you 
additional motivation to keep going. Look backwards, not ahead, I tell people. Be 

encouraged by the steps you’ve already taken and how much you’ve accomplished,  

rather than focusing on the climb ahead. Let momentum build, and let your action fuel 
more courage. Your courage, in turn, will fuel more action.  
 

Step 8) Finally, the real bonus to all the steps you’ve taken is self-esteem. Every 

courageous step, every action amid and despite your anxiety, not only fuels momentum 
and growth, but also pays a dividend of self-esteem. Self-esteem flows from stretching 
our limits and from succeeding. Even if we stumble at times, so long as we can get up 
and keep on stretching, we demonstrate to ourselves that we can do it. Self-esteem 

must be earned and, once we’ve earned it, it will be there for us when we need to call 

upon its strength. Over time, building up our stores of self-esteem protects us from the 
destructiveness of self-doubt, delivering to us the confidence and courage necessary to 
turn anxiety into the action that will help diminish anxiety's cruel cycle. 
 
Anxiety at its best is an invitation for growth. And it is a prolific energy source because, 
in one way or another, we experience it every single day. The real trick is to listen to the 
quiet message our anxiety is sending us, and to see the opportunity it presents. 
Harnessing this great internal resource allows us to grow and to accommodate life’s 
ever-changing demands. When we allow our anxiety to fuel adaptive action, we set 
ourselves up to feel the best kind of calm of all: satisfaction and self-respect.  
 
 


