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Relaxation   

 

Wherever you are on your ‘road to recovery’ it is helpful to look at ways of 

relaxing and managing stress as part of good health and well being and having 

a balanced lifestyle. This section offers ways of managing stress and building in 

times during the day to relax. It also looks at a few ways relaxation can be 

achieved as part of a daily pattern. 

A moment for Myself 

 

Try to find time to relax at least once a day. Pick the same time each day if you 

can, so that relaxation becomes a natural part of your routine. Let people 

know not to call or visit you at this time. Find somewhere warm, comfortable 

and quiet to sit and contemplate. Play some music or light some candles to 

help create a mood of tranquillity. You might practice one of the relaxation 

techniques that follow or you might simply sit quietly and empty you mind of 

the events of the day. 

 

 

In order to reduce the severity of physical symptoms it is useful to ‘nip them in 

the bud’ by recognising the early signs of tension. Once you have noticed early 

signs you can prevent anxiety becoming too severe by using relaxation 

techniques. 
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Relaxation is a skill like any other which need to be learned and takes time. The 

following exercises teach deep relaxation and many people find it very helpful 

in reducing overall levels of tensions and anxiety. 

 

You may find it helpful to get a friend or your key worker to read the 

instructions to you. Don’t try too hard just let it happen. 
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Deep Muscle Relaxation 

• Lie down, get comfortable and close your eyes. 

• Concentrate on your breathing for a few minutes, breathing for a few 

minutes, breathing slowly and calmly; in two-three and out two-three. 

Say words “calm” and “relax” to you as you breathe out. 

• Starting with your hands, breathe in and clench one fist tightly. Think 

about the tension this produces in the muscles of your hand and 

forearm. Study the tension for a few seconds and then breath out and 

relax your hand. Notice the difference between the tension and the 

relaxation beginning to develop. 

• Do the same with the other hand 

• Bend your elbows and tense your arms. Feel the tension especially in 

your upper arms. Remember, do this for a few seconds and then relax. 

• Press your head back and roll it from side to side slowly. Feel how the 

tension moves. Then bring your head forward into a comfortable 

position. 

• There are several muscles on your face but it is enough to just think 

about your forehead and jaw. First lower your eyebrows in a frown. 

Relax your forehead. You can also raise your eyebrows and then relax. 

Now clench your jaw, notice the difference when you relax. 

• Take a deep breath, tense your chest and hold it for a few seconds, 

notice the tension then relax. Let your breathing return to normal. 

• Tense your stomach muscles as tight as you can and relax. 

• Squeeze your buttocks together and relax. 

• Straighten you legs and bend your feet towards your face. 

Finish by wiggling your toes. 
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The Complete Breath 

 

• Remove your shoes, loosen your clothing and lie down on the floor with 

your eyes closed and your arms relaxed by your sides. Breathe in slowly 

through your nose and visualise your lungs expanding and filling with air as 

you do so. When you have reached your maximum lung capacity, hold your 

breath for a moment before exhaling slowly (through your nose) to empty 

your lungs fully. 

• On the next in-breath keep the inhalation short (2-3 seconds) then 

gradually increase the length of every exhalation until it takes 7-8 seconds. 

• Concentrate on keeping the air movement slow and continuous (don’t 

breathe out too quickly and then hold your breath for the end of the count 

before breathing in again). Continue for as long as you feel comfortable. 

Make your escape 

• Sit comfortably, close your eyes and take a few slow, deep breaths. In your 

mind’s eye visualise a brightly coloured hot-air balloon anchored to the 

ground. 

• The balloon seems inviting- a great way to escape the pressure of the day. It 

sways gently in the breeze. Imagine that you climb into the wicker basket. 

• You look down, trying to work out how to take off and you see that the 

basket is weighed down by stones – these stones represent your everyday 

problems. 

• You heave the stones over the side, one by one. The basket soon starts to 

wobble and before long the balloon begins to drift upwards. High up in the 

sky you feel free-spend a few moments imagining that you navigate in the 

gentle breeze under a warm welcoming sun. 
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Fight or flight response- Stress as a contextual response to 

perceived or real threats 

The term “fight or flight”, refers to early survival and ways of dealing with 

impending danger. Either fight to defend, or flight to run away. Stress is our 

body’s reaction to change-environmental, biological, physical or psychological. 

Along with identifying and positively changing perceptions and reactions to 

stress, learning about techniques that calm the mind and relax the body, may 

also complement this process of change. 

Response to stress can impact on the nervous system- triggering increases in 

heart rate and breathing, constricting blood vessels and tightening muscles. 

Stress could therefore be regarded as the opposite of relaxation and is a term 

for a wide range of external stimuli physiological and psychological. 

The Stepped Relaxation exercises that follow explore a stepped approach to 

achieving a state of relaxation by focusing on the following three areas:- 

1. Progressive muscle relaxation-This involves going through tensing and 

relaxing all the muscles groups in the body. After tensing and relaxing all 

muscles, it is useful to check to see if there is any residual tension left in 

the body. If there is any tension then simply repeat the tensing and 

relaxing process as above. 

2. Breathing techniques-The next step is to look at techniques in breathing 

awareness, diaphragmatic or abdominal breathing and deep breathing. 

This section can be used in a way that is most appropriate to your need. 

You may find that practising the deep breathing following the breathing 

awareness exercise is enough to achieve a relaxed state. 
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3. Visualisation/guided meditation-Use of visualisation/guided meditation 

provides’ a way of engaging in a relaxed state for between five to ten 

minutes. You may then choose any of the examples given or choose to 

make up your own visualisation should your feel more comfortable 

doing this. 

 

Progressive Relaxation 

Tension Tamer 

Intended to relax muscle tension due to stress – the fight or flight response 

1. Scrunch up your face as tight as you can-hold for three seconds then 

relax. 

2. Stretch the hands until it hurts (three seconds) then relax 

3. Stretch the arms until it hurts (three seconds) then relax 

4. Tense the chest until hurts (three seconds) then relax 

5. Tense the stomach until it hurts (three seconds) then relax 

6. Tense the buttocks until it hurts (three seconds) then relax 

7. Stretch the legs until it hurts (three seconds) then relax 

8. Stretch the feet until it hurts (three seconds) then relax 

9. Then do them all together until it hurts (three seconds) then relax 

The body is now quite relaxed and you can move onto the breathing 
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Basic Breathing 

Breathing Awareness 

1. Close your eyes. Put your right hand on your abdomen, right at the waist 

line, and put your left hand on your chest, right in the centre. 

2. Without trying to change your breathing, simply notice how you are 

breathing. Which hand lifts the most as you inhale-the hand on your chest 

of the hand on your belly? 

If your abdomen expands you are breathing from your abdomen or 

diaphragm. If your belly doesn’t move or moves less than your chest, you 

are breathing from your chest. The trick from shifting from chest to 

abdominal breathing is to make one or two full exhalations that push out air 

from the bottom of your lungs. This will create a vacuum that will pull in a 

deep, diaphragmatic breath on your next inhalation. 

If you are not breathing from your abdomen, move onto Diaphragmatic or 

Abdominal breathing. 

Basic Breathing 

Diaphragmatic or Abdominal Breathing 

1. Lie down on the floor with your legs straight and slightly apart, your toes 

pointed comfortably outward, your arms at your sides and not touching 

your body, your palms up and your eyes closed. 

2. Bring your attention to your breathing and place your hand on the spot that 

seems to rise and fall the most as you inhale and exhale. 
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3. Gently place both of your hands on your abdomen and follow your 

breathing. Notice how your abdomen rises with each inhalation and falls 

with each exhalation. 

4. Breathe through your nose. (If possible always clear your nasal passages 

before doing breathing exercises) 

5. If you experience difficulty breathing into your abdomen, press your hand 

down on your abdomen as you exhale and let your abdomen push your 

hand back up as you inhale deeply. 

6. Is your chest moving in harmony with your abdomen or is it rigid? Spend a 

minute or two letting your chest follow the movement of your abdomen. 

7. If you continue to experience difficulty breathing in to your abdomen an 

alternative is to lie on your stomach and rest your head on your hands. Take 

deep abdominal breath so you can feel your abdomen pushing against the 

floor. 

 

 

Now move onto deep breathing 

 

Basic Breathing 

Deep Breathing 

 

1. This exercise can be practiced in a variety of poses, the following is 

recommended. Lie down on the floor. Bend your knee and move your feet 

about eight inches apart, with your toes turned slightly outward. Make sure 

your spine is straight. 

2. ‘Scan’ your body for tension. 
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3. Place one hand on your abdomen and one hand on your chest. 

4. Inhale slowly and deeply through your nose into your abdomen to push up 

your hand as much as feels comfortable. Your chest should move only a 

little and only with your abdomen. 

5. Then you feel at ease with step four, smile slightly and inhale through your 

nose and exhale through your mouth, making a quiet, relaxing whooshing 

sound like the wind as you gently blow out. Your mouth, tongue and jaw 

will be relaxed. Take long., slow, deep breaths that raise and lower your 

abdomen. Focus on the sound and feeling of breathing as you become more 

and more relaxed. 

6. Continue deep breathing for about five or ten minutes at a time, once or 

twice a day. Then if you like you can gradually extend this period to twenty 

minutes. 

7. At the end of every deep breathing session, take a little time to once more 

scan your body for tension. Compare the tension you feel at the conclusion 

of the exercise with that which you experienced when you began. 

8. When you become at ease with breathing in to your abdomen, practice it 

any time during the day when you feel like it. Concentrate on your 

abdomen moving up and down, the air moving in and out of your lungs and 

the feeling of relaxation that deep breathing gives you. 

9. When you have learnt to relax using deep breathing you can practice it 

when your feel yourself becoming tense. 
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Visualisation/Guided Meditation 

In this script, you will be relaxing by taking an imaginary journey along a beach, 

listening to the birds and waves and watching a brilliant sunset. 

Make yourself as comfortable as possible. Close your eyes and become aware 

of which parts of your body are feeling tense and which parts are relaxed. 

Now take a few deep breaths, taking the air in through your nose, holding it 

momentarily…and then slowly exhaling through your nose…And with each 

exhale, you will find yourself relaxing more and more deeply, more and more 

completely. Take the air in and let the air out allowing you to 

relax…relax…relax 

Imagine a very vivid scene in which you will picture yourself walking along a 

beach. Imagine this scene as though you are there experiencing not only the 

sights, but the sounds, smells, tastes, and touches. 

It is a bright summer day. It is late in the day. You decide to go for a walk along 

the beach. The sun is radiating warmth and comfort as it shines boldly. The sky 

is crystal clear without a cloud in sight. The grains of sand beneath your feet 

shine from the sunlight and warm the soles of your feet. The sound of the 

waves beating against the shore echoes in the air. 

You feel the warm, light breeze brush against your face as you walk onward. 

Far off in the distance, you can hear, the cries of sea gulls…you watch them 

glide through the sky swoop down into the sea and then fly off once again. 

As you walk further along the shore, you decide to rest. You sit down on a 

mound of pure white sand and gaze out at the sea, staring intently at the 

rhythmic, methodical motion of the waves rolling into shore. 
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Each wave breaks against the coast…rises slowly upward along the beach and 

then slowly retreats back out to sea, only to be replaced by another wave that 

crashes against the shore… works its way up the beach…then slowly retreats 

back out to sea. 

With each motion of the wave as it glides in and out, you find yourself feeling 

more and more relaxed, more and more calm, more and more serene…. 

The waves are gliding in…and the waves are gliding out…you feel more and 

more calm….continue to watch the waves glide in…and out. 

Now as you stare off into the distance, you see that the sun is beginning to sink 

into the horizon. The sun is sinking down and you feel more and more relaxed 

as you see its movement going down…down…down. 

The sky is turning brilliant colours of red…orange…yellow…green…blue…and 

purple…as the sun sets, sinking down…down…into the horizon, you feel very 

relaxed and soothed. You watch the sun as it sinks down…down…down. 

The beating of the waves, the smell and taste of the sea, the salt, the cries of 

the gulls, the warmth against your body- all these sights, sounds and smells 

leave you feeling very soothed, very calm, very serene. 

Relax, relax, relax. 

Pause 

In a few moments, count from one to three. When you reach the count of 

three, your eyes will open and you will feel completely refreshed and totally 

relaxed. 

One…two…three 
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Creating your special place 

Make sure you are relaxed and sitting comfortable 

In your mind, walk slowly to a quiet place…you notice that it is peaceful and 

safe. Picture yourself unloading your anxieties, your worries…notice the view 

in the distance…what do you smell?...what do you hear?...notice what it is 

before you…reach out and touch it… how does it feel?... smell it… hear it … 

make the temperature comfortable… be safe here…look around for a special 

spot a private spot… find the path to this place …feel the ground with your 

feet…look above you…what do you see?...hear?...smell?...walk down this path 

until you can enter your won quiet, comfortable, safe place. 

You have arrived at your special place…what is under your feet? ...how does it 

feel? Take several steps…what do you see above?... what do you  hear? do you 

hear something else?...reach out and touch something…what is it’s 

texture?...are there pens, paper, paints nearby, or is there sand to draw in, clay 

to work? Go to them, handle them and smell them. These are your special 

tools for your inner self to reveal ideas or feeling to you…look as far as you can 

see. What do you see? What do you hear/what aromas do you notice? 

Sit in your special place…notice its smells, sounds, sights. This is your place and 

nothing can harm you here…if danger is here, expel it…spend three to five 

minutes realizing you are relaxed, safe and comfortable. 

Memorise this place’s smells, tastes, sights and sound… you can come back 

and relax here when you want… leave buy the same path or entrance…notice 

the ground, touch things near you…look far away and appreciate the 

view…remind yourself that this special place you created can be entered 
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whenever you wish. Tell yourself that “I can relax here” or “this is my special 

place, I can come here whenever I wish”. 

 

Desert Island 

                      

• Sit comfortably and close your eyes. Retreat in your mind to a small 

desert island with golden sand, turquoise sea and lush tropical trees. 

• Use all of your senses to explore this imaginary world: feel the warm sun 

on your skin, the soft sand beneath your feet and the gentle breeze 

blowing through your hair. Revel in the vibrant flashes of red, yellow and 

orange in the birds and flowers; smell the scent of jasmine or the salty 

scent of the sea. What sounds can you hear? 

• Delight in this scene until you feel calm. When you feel ready, gently 

bring your awareness back to the present. 

Secret Garden 

 

• Sit comfortably in a quiet place with low lighting. Close your eyes and 

imagine your favourite colour-allow this colour to cover your whole field 

of vision. 
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• Now visualise a garden filled with plants and flowers-splashes a green 

with yellow, orange, red, pink and white. Wisps of cloud float in a blue 

sky and golden sunlight filters down through the trees. 

• Bring in your sense of smell and hearing. You can detect the scent of 

roses and honeysuckle in the air. In the background you hear the buzz of 

insects and the wind rustling in the leaves, while birds chirrup and sing. 

Tune into these scents and sounds for a moment as you drift into a 

relaxed, meditative state. 

• When your feel ready to do so let the image of the garden slowly fade 

from your mind and gently open your eyes. 

 

(Refer also to NICE guidance CG 113 General Anxiety Disorders-

www.nice.org.uk) 


