
Understanding Body Checking and How to Reduce
It

What is body checking and why does it matter?
Body checking is the habit of repeatedly scanning, touching, or measuring your body to look for
signs of illness or change. For someone living with health anxiety, this behaviour can become a
central part of the day. You might check your pulse several times an hour, stare at your skin in
the mirror, or press on your abdomen to see if it feels different. At first, these actions seem
sensible, they give a moment of relief. But over time, they feed the very anxiety you are trying to
calm.

Health anxiety works in a loop. A small sensation, a flutter in the chest, a patch of dry skin,
triggers worry. The worry leads to checking. Checking briefly reduces the fear, so the brain
learns that checking is the solution. The next time a sensation appears, the urge to check feels
stronger. This cycle can become automatic, happening dozens of times a day without you fully
noticing. The problem is not the checking itself; it is the way checking keeps anxiety alive and
growing.

How body checking keeps anxiety going
When you check your body, you are looking for reassurance that nothing is wrong. But health
anxiety does not respond to reassurance the way other worries do. After a check, the relief is
short-lived. Within minutes or hours, doubt creeps back: “Did I check properly?” “What if I
missed something?” So you check again. Each repetition strengthens the belief that checking
is necessary for safety, and it weakens your ability to tolerate uncertainty.

Body checking also trains your attention to focus on normal bodily sensations as if they were
threats. Everyone’s body produces harmless sounds, twinges, and changes throughout the day.
When you check habitually, you start to notice every tiny variation. Things that would have
passed unnoticed become sources of alarm. The checking habit does not just respond to
anxiety, it creates more things to be anxious about.

This is why many therapists describe body checking as a “safety behaviour.” Safety behaviours
are actions that make you feel protected in the short term but keep the fear alive in the long
term. They prevent you from learning that you could cope without the check. The goal of
treatment is not to eliminate all awareness of your body; it is to break the link between a
normal sensation and the compulsion to check.

Types of body checking common in health anxiety



Body checking can take many forms. Recognising your own patterns is the first step toward
changing them. Some of the most common types include:

Visual checking: looking at your skin, eyes, or body shape in mirrors, screens, or
reflective surfaces.

Physical checking: pressing on body parts, feeling for lumps, or measuring pulse,
breathing, or temperature.

Functional checking: testing abilities such as walking, lifting, or swallowing to see if
they feel normal.

Weighing or measuring: stepping on scales repeatedly or tracking body
measurements day to day.

Mental checking: reviewing symptoms in your mind, comparing how you feel now to
how you felt earlier.

These behaviours often overlap. You might check your pulse physically while also visually
scanning your chest for movement. The key is to notice when checking becomes repetitive and
driven by anxiety, rather than by genuine medical need.

Practical steps to reduce body checking
Learning to stop body checking is not about ignoring your health. It is about building a different
relationship with uncertainty and bodily sensations. The following strategies are commonly
used in therapy for health anxiety, especially in approaches like cognitive behavioural therapy
(CBT) and exposure and response prevention (ERP).

Track your checking. For a few days, keep a simple record of how often you check and what
triggers it. You do not need to judge yourself; just observe. Many people are surprised by how
frequent the behaviour is. This awareness alone can weaken the automatic habit.

Delay the check. When you feel the urge to check, try to wait five minutes before doing it. If
that feels too hard, start with thirty seconds. The delay helps your brain begin to tolerate the
discomfort of not knowing. Over time, you can gradually increase the delay until the urge
passes on its own.

Limit the number of checks. If you check your pulse ten times a day, set a limit of five times.
Use a quota system: decide in the morning how many times you will allow the behaviour, and
stick to it. This is not about perfection; any reduction is progress.

Replace checking with a neutral action. When the urge to check arises, do something
unrelated, take a sip of water, stretch your hands, or look out the window. The new action does
not need to be calming; it just needs to interrupt the automatic sequence of worry-check-relief.
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Use exposure gradually. With the guidance of a therapist, you can practise facing feared
sensations without checking. For example, if you always check your pulse after exercise, you
might sit with the faster heartbeat for a short time without checking. This teaches your brain
that the sensation is not dangerous and that you can cope without the safety behaviour.

One of the most effective ways to stop body checking is to shift from “monitoring for threat” to
“noticing without judgment.” This is a skill that takes practice. You are not trying to stop
noticing your body altogether; you are learning to notice and then let the sensation pass
without acting on it.

What about reassurance from others?
Body checking often goes hand in hand with reassurance-seeking, asking a partner, friend, or
doctor whether you look okay or whether a symptom is normal. This is another form of
checking, and it has the same effect: short relief, long-term increase in anxiety. Reducing
reassurance-seeking is part of the same process. If you feel the need to ask someone else, try
to pause and ask yourself what you would do if you could not ask. That pause builds your own
tolerance for uncertainty.

When to seek professional help
For some people, body checking is a mild habit that responds well to self-help strategies. For
others, it is deeply ingrained and linked to intense health anxiety that does not improve with
willpower alone. If you find that your checking is interfering with daily life, causing distress, or
not changing despite your efforts, talking to a therapist who specialises in health anxiety can
make a real difference. Therapies such as CBT and ERP are designed to address the underlying
patterns of worry and safety behaviour, not just the surface habit.

A therapist can help you tailor exposure exercises to your specific fears, provide a safe space
to practise uncertainty, and support you as you gradually let go of the checking routines. Many
people find that once they reduce body checking, their overall anxiety drops, and they regain
time and mental energy they did not realise the habit was consuming.

Moving forward with less checking
Reducing body checking is not about becoming fearless. It is about becoming more flexible in
how you respond to uncertainty. You learn that you can feel a sensation, notice it, and move on
without needing to verify. You learn that not knowing is uncomfortable but survivable. Over
time, the urge to check weakens, and your attention can return to things that matter more than
constant self-monitoring.



The goal to stop body checking is not to eliminate all awareness of your health. It is to free
yourself from the compulsive loop that keeps you stuck. With consistent practice, and
sometimes with professional guidance, it is possible to break the cycle and live with less fear.


