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Thought Stopping Techniques 
 
 

1. Thought Interruption.  The command “stop” or a loud noise is used to interrupt unpleasant thoughts.  When 
a disturbing thought enters your mind shout “stop.”  You also may want to raise your hand, snap your fingers, or 
stand up.  Let your mind empty of all anxious thoughts.  Try to remain neutral for at least 30 seconds.  If the 
unwanted thought returns during that time shout “stop” again.  Practicing this even when not having unwanted 
thoughts strengthens your thought control.  In time, you can replace the shout with a normal voice, then a whisper, 
then silently in you head. 
 
2. Thought Substitution.  In addition to using the command “stop,” You may want to replace the unwanted 
thought with an assertive positive statement to counteract the negative statement that was upsetting you.  To do 
this, say “stop” when the unwanted thought begins and replace it with a positive statement.  For example, you may 
be saying to yourself that you are going to fall apart during the class presentation.  Say “stop” to interrupt that 
negative thought and then replace it with a statement like “I can give the speech successfully.”  
 
3. Breathing Techniques.  Controlled breathing is another way to interrupt disturbing thoughts.   In addition to 
using the ‘stop” command and using affirming statements begin to shift your attention to your breathing.  Begin by 
taking slow, deep breaths into your abdomen.  Place your hand over your abdomen to make sure it is expanding 
with each breath.  Now start to count your breaths.  As you exhale, count one.  As you exhale again, count two.  
Keep counting up to four.  Each time you reach four, start over again at one.  Try to keep your mind as empty as 
possible as you focus on your breathing.  Continue until you feel relaxed and repeat each time anxiety-provoking 
thoughts occur. 
 
4. Visualization.  Use the thought interruption technique as described above.  As soon as you have interrupted 
the stressful thought, use a pre-rehersed visualization to block the return of unwanted thoughts.  Make sure the 
visualization is something you can elicit easily without a struggle.  Examples include: images of a fantasy, success, 
achievement, vacation, or special place.  The object is to see yourself doing something that feels really good, and 
something you can picture easily—perhaps something you already daydream about. 
 
5. Changing Channels.  If visualization doesn’t work, try these alternatives:  turn on a radio or a tape, go out for 
a walk or jog or other exercise, start counting things, pick up a book or magazine, sing or whistle, or talk to a friend.  
Pick something that is interesting enough to divert your attention away from stressful thoughts for a while. 
 
6. Coping Mantras.  This is a reminder to yourself that you’re basically safe and okay and can handle any 
stress that comes along.  Coping mantras are general affirmations such as “I am well…I am safe and calm…I trust 
my ability to cope…I am surrounded by love and support…I can relax my mind and body…I can plan and decide 
later--for now I will relax.”  With practice you will learn to develop coping statements about specific situations you 
normally encounter.  Use your coping mantra whenever the stressful thought threatens to take hold again.  Repeat 
your mantra as often as necessary. 
 
7. Accountability.  If all of the above techniques fail to work call you accountability person or counselor for 
help.  An accountability person is someone you trust and is familiar with these thought-stopping techniques and can 
help you to divert your unpleasant thoughts. 


