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Relaxation 

Relaxation is: 

1. An attitude: Taking things calmly and in your stride, or keeping cool; or 

accepting what you cannot change 

2. A skill. Simply telling yourself to calm down and relax does not work. 

Relaxation is a skill that has to be learned and practised. 

3. A habit: Using the skill on a regular basis helps you to relax more 

quickly, more deeply, and even automatically. 

4. A restorative: A way of giving yourself rest and recreation, and refilling 

the systems that are otherwise constantly being depleted. 

 

Learning the skill of relaxation 

Preparation 

1. Choose the method which attracts you, and stick with it. Some of the 

main options include deep muscle relaxation, yoga, various types of 

meditation, and the Alexander technique. 

2. Schedule a time each day when you can practice – a time when you 

can make yourself warm and comfortable, and will not be disturbed for 

half an hour. 

3. Once you have learned your chosen method you might like to try out 

other methods.  
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Deep muscle relaxation 

Deep muscle relaxation uses the pendulum method: first tighten up muscle 

groups and then let them go.  

 

1. Settle down in your warm and comfortable place. Undo any clothing 

that feels tight, especially round your waist or neck. Lie down on your 

back and close your eyes. If you find this hard, then do whatever feels 

most comfortable, such as sitting in an armchair and starting with your 

eyes open.  

 

2. Give yourself a moment or two to settle.  

 

3. Tune in to your breathing. When you are breathing in a relaxed way, 

your stomach will move gently up and down as you breathe in and out. 

If all the movement comes from your chest, then your breathing is less 

relaxed. To relax your breathing, tell yourself to “let go,” as you breathe 

out. As you become more relaxed, your breathing will take care of 

itself. 

 

4. When you are settled, work through the muscles one by one. First, turn 

your attention to your hands. When you are ready, tighten up all the 

muscles in both your hands. Clench your fists, and hold the tension 

while you count slowly up to three, then let the tension go. Make sure 

you continue breathing in a relaxed manner. Feel the tension drain out 

of your fingers and let them come naturally to rest. Each time you 

breathe out allow your hands to become heavier. Let the blood 

circulate freely right to your fingertips, as you feel more and more 
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deeply relaxed. Give yourself as much time as you like to focus on your 

hands before you repeat the exercise with the next muscle group. 

 

5. Now turn your attention to your arms. Tighten the muscles of the upper 

arm and the lower arm but not the muscles of the hands. Count to 

three, then let the tension go. Make sure you continue breathing in a 

relaxed manner. Feel the tension drain out of your arms and let them 

come naturally to rest. Each time you breathe out allow your arms to 

become heavier. 

 

6. Continue in this manner working through the muscle groups in turn. For 

each of them, first tense, and then relax and let go, allowing any 

tension to drain away. 

 

♦ Hands: Clench the fists. Now, let go. 

♦ Arms: Tighten upper and lower arms together, without the hands. 

♦ Shoulders: Raise your shoulders as if they could touch your ears. 

♦ Feet: Screw up your toes. 

♦ Front of legs: Point your foot away from you so that it is almost parallel 

with your leg. 

♦ Back of legs: Flex your feet upwards, stretching your heels down. 

♦ Thighs: Tighten your thighs, pressing your knees down into the floor. 

♦ Bottom: Clench your buttocks together. 

♦ Stomach: Hold your stomach muscles in tight. 
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♦ Lower back: Press the small of your back into the floor. 

♦ Chest: Breathe in, hold your breath, and tighten all your chest muscles. 

♦ Neck:  

1. Stretch your head up, as if your chin could touch the ceiling. 

2. Bend your head forward until your chin reaches your chest. 

♦ Mouth and Jaw: Press your lips together and clench your teeth. 

♦ Eyes: Close your eyes up tight. 

♦ Forehead and scalp: Raise your eyebrows as if they could disappear. 

♦ Face: Screw tight all the muscles of the face together. 

 

Adding in imagery 

You might like to make use of imagery as a way of helping you to relax. If this 

comes easily use it from the beginning in developing your skill in relaxation. If 

it is harder for you then you may need to work at it a bit at first. Then it may be 

better to wait until you have established your relaxation practice before adding 

in the imagery. 

To use imagery: 

1. Think about, or make a list of, the places or situations that you find 

calming and relaxing. This can be a place you have actually been to, or 

it can be an ideal image of a place where you would like to be. For 

example, you might imagine a calm spot on the banks of a river where 

you once fell asleep in the sun.  
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2. Select the place that works best for you: one that you find relatively 

easy to use and that helps you feel comfortable and content. This is 

your special place. 

3. At the start of your relaxation practice, when you are settling into a 

comfortable place, imagine that you are in your special place. 

4. If your concentration wavers so that you find yourself thinking about 

tomorrow’s problems, gently bring your attention back to your special 

place, as best you can. 

You can try out using different special places until you find the best one for 

you, and you can also choose a new one if the first one no longer helps you to 

relax. 

 

Making your own relaxation recording. 

You may find it helpful to make a recording that you can listen to whilst 

practising your relaxation. In a calm and unhurried voice take yourself slowly 

through the steps of relaxation and the muscle groups in turn. 

 

Shortening the relaxation exercise 

Once you have become familiar with the relaxation method you can shorten 

the exercise gradually, over 3 to 6 weeks.  

 

One method of shortening the relaxation exercise is by reducing the number 

of muscle groups you work through until you work only on your arms, legs, 

abdomen, chest, and face.  
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Another method is to settle down and see how relaxed you can get just by 

tuning in to your breathing, and relax any muscle groups that still feel tense.  

 

The relax-only method 

The relax-only method is useful if you frequently wake up in the middle of the 

night and take a long time to get back to sleep. In this situation it may be 

unhelpful to tense muscles before relaxing them.  

 

This method is like deep-muscle relaxation but leaving out the tension and 

working only on the relaxation.  

 

At first it is helpful to work through the muscle groups but with practice you 

may find you can relax quickly, checking whether there are any muscles that 

are still tense. The facial muscles are particularly likely to remain tense when 

the rest of the body is relaxed.  

 

A quick relaxation routine—the quick fix 

1. Tune in to your breathing. Take one deep breath in, hold it, then tell 

yourself to let go as you breathe out. Breathe naturally for a while, 

repeating the instruction to let go with every outward breath. Choose an 

instruction that fits for you: “Keep calm,” “Hang in there,” “Take it slow,” 

“Let it go,” etc. 
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2. Tense up and then relax a single muscle group such as your hand, 

foot, or stomach. When you let go, try to let all the unnecessary tension 

slip away. 

3. Drop your shoulders and relax your facial muscles. 

4. If you start with the full relaxation exercise, shorten it to a quick routine, 

and then apply your relaxation skills in increasingly testing situations; 

you will soon begin to feel the benefit. Occasionally, go back to the 

whole exercise just as a reminder. 

 

Developing a relaxed attitude 

Adopt a relaxed posture. Do you find yourself sitting on the edge of your 

chair? Or fidgeting and fiddling with things? Or hurrying about with your head 

tucked into your shoulders and your eyes on the ground? Tension wastes 

energy, so allow your body to rest whenever you can.  

Stop rushing about. This is an exhausting habit, and quickly wears you out. 

Most people get just as much done when they do it more slowly and calmly, 

and they can also keep going for longer at a more relaxed pace. 

Plan to do some things that you find relaxing. It does not matter whether these 

things are strenuous (like gardening, or going for a run), or more peaceful (like 

listening to music or watching TV). It is the fact that they help you to relax that 

is helpful. 

Seek out things that you enjoy, and that give you pleasure. The more you are 

enjoying yourself, the more relaxed you will feel.  

Spread the risks. If you put all your eggs in one basket, a threat to that basket 

will make you extremely tense. 
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Give yourself breaks. Take short breaks, like half an hour reading the paper, 

as well as longer ones, like a day out or a holiday.  

 

Additional resources 

There are now a great many books, audiotapes, videos, DVDs and websites 

that provide information and advice about relaxation, and about the closely 

related skills of mindfulness. Classes may be also available locally, for 

example in health or leisure centres.  

 

 

 


