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RELAXATION TECHNIQUES
Relaxation techniques can help you cope with stress and anxiety by bringing you into better balance.  
When you are under stress, your body releases hormones that produce the "fight-or-flight response”: heart and breathing rates go up and blood vessels narrow, restricting the flow of blood. This response allows energy to flow to parts of your body that need to take action, such as the muscles and the heart. However useful this response may be in the short term, when your body remains in a stress state for a long time, emotional or physical damage can occur. Long-term stress may reduce your body's ability to fight off illness and create or worsen certain health conditions such as high blood pressure, headaches, asthma, stomachache, and other symptoms. Stress also has been linked to depression, anxiety, and other mental illnesses.

The relaxation response is opposite state of the stress response. As its name implies, the relaxation response is meant to counter the “fight or flight” response. The relaxation response is a physical state of deep rest, created by you, that changes the physical and emotional responses to stress.

When you generate the relaxation response: 
· Your metabolism decreases

· Your heart beats slower and your muscles relax

· Your breathing becomes slower

· Your blood pressure decreases

· Your levels of nitric oxide are increased

· Your muscle tension and chronic pain is diminished

· Your concentration improves
· Your anger and frustration is reduced

· Your confidence to handle problems is enhanced

Try these three relaxation techniques to see which one(s) work best for you. If practiced regularly, any relaxation program can have lasting effects. 
Diaphragmatic Breathing

Perform this exercise sitting upright so you can optimize the capacity of your lungs to fill with air.  
1.) Place one hand on your abdomen directly beneath your rib cage.

2.) Inhale slowly and deeply through your nose into the very bottom of your lungs:  your goal is to send the air down as deeply as you can. If you are doing it correctly, you should feel your hand rising on your abdomen, with your chest moving only minimally while your abdomen is inflating.

3.) After you have taken a complete breath, pause momentarily and then exhale slowly through your nose or mouth. While you are exhaling, allow your entire body to become loose and limp. Be sure that you exhale fully.

4.) Do 10 of these abdominal breaths, making sure that your breathing is smooth and regular. Slowly count to four on the inhale (1-2-3-4), pause briefly at the end of each inhalation, and then count slowly to four on your exhale.  Note: If you feel light-headed while doing diaphragmatic breathing, stop for about 20 seconds, then resume the breathing exercise.
Try doing this breathing exercise at least five minutes twice a day or as needed when dealing with a stressful situation.
(Adapted from Edmund J. Bourne, The Anxiety and Phobia Workbook)
Progressive Muscle Relaxation 

Progressive muscle relaxation is another effective and widely used strategy for stress relief. It involves a two-step process in which you systematically tense and relax different muscle groups in the body. With regular practice, progressive muscle relaxation gives you an intimate familiarity with what tension—as well as complete relaxation—feels like in different parts of the body. This awareness helps you spot and counteract the first signs of the muscular tension that accompanies stress. And as your body relaxes, so will your mind. You can combine deep breathing with progressive muscle relaxation for an additional level of relief from stress. 

Progressive Muscle Relaxation Sequence 

Right foot 

Left foot 

Right calf 

Left calf 

Right thigh 

Left thigh 

Hips and buttocks 

Stomach 

Chest 

Back 

Right arm and hand 

Left arm and hand 

Neck and shoulders 

Face 

Directions: Loosen your clothing, take off your shoes, and get comfortable. Take a few minutes to relax, breathing in and out in slow, deep breaths. 

When you’re relaxed and ready to start, shift your attention to your right foot. Take a moment to focus on the way it feels. Slowly tense the muscles in your right foot, squeezing as tightly as you can. Hold for a count of 10. 

Relax your right foot. Focus on the tension flowing away and the way your foot feels as it becomes limp and loose. Stay in this relaxed state for a moment, breathing deeply and slowly. 

When you’re ready, shift your attention to your left foot. Follow the same sequence of muscle tension and release. 

Move slowly up through your body — legs, abdomen, back, neck, face — contracting and relaxing the muscle groups as you go. 

Practice makes the exercise much more effective and produces relaxation much more rapidly. 

Visualization

When used as a relaxation technique, guided imagery involves imagining a scene in which you feel at peace, free to let go of all tension and anxiety. Choose whatever setting is most calming to you, whether a tropical beach, a much-loved setting from your childhood, or a quiet meadow surrounded by pines. Next, close your eyes, take a few deep breaths, and picture yourself back in that setting. Pay attention to all the interesting details of this location. Guided imagery works best if you incorporate as many sensory details as possible, so take in everything you can see, hear, smell, and feel,. For example, if you are thinking about sitting in a rowboat on a placid lake, you’d see the sun setting over the water, hear the birds singing, smell the scent of the pine trees, and feel the cool water as you dip your hand into the water 

How long you focus on your place of peace is less important than how regularly you do it--a few minutes every day practicing your visualization will have a greater benefit than if you spend an hour at it on an occasional basis. 

The best times for practicing visualization are the transition states between sleeping and waking. You can also do a visualization of your peaceful scene during the day, particularly if you are experiencing stress.
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 Most relaxation techniques take several weeks to actually master. They're hard to simply pick up and expect results, because in the beginning your mind is mainly focused on doing everything right. That level of concentration can actually temporarily add to stress. But later, when you've had enough experience, it becomes second nature and the relaxation starts to take effect. 
The most effective way to reap the long-term benefits of the relaxation exercise you choose is to make it a daily habit that you do at the same time and place everyday.  Not only will the regular practice of the relaxation technique make you healthier and calmer in the long run, it will help you gain grace under pressure for the challenges you face in your day-to-day life. If you give it a chance, the mind really will follow the body.
For more general information on stress management, refer to these websites:

American Heart Association: http://www.heart.org/HEARTORG/GettingHealthy/StressManagement/Stress-Management_UCM_001082_SubHomePage.jsp
Helpguide: http://www.helpguide.org/mental/stress_management_relief_coping.htm
