
Relaxation Exercises 
 

There are several methods of relaxing that have been shown to be equally effective. Try a few 

and use the one that feels like it works the best for you. As it’s very difficult for your mind 

and body to be both anxious and relaxed at the same time, if we can relax physically we relax 

mentally and when we relax mentally we physically relax. If you can develop your ability to 

relax before and during stressful situations, then you can substantially reduce the frequency 

and severity of the anxiety you experience. 

  

Repeated practice of any relaxation method creates even deeper levels of relaxation. 

Relaxation is a skill that can be developed much like playing a musical instrument or playing 

a sport. Your skill develops, hence your level of the relaxation, the more you practice these 

techniques. 

  

  
Controlled Breathing 
  

When people are anxious or tense they often breathe in such a way that too much oxygen and 

not enough carbon dioxide are introduced into the body. This imbalance can itself cause 

many of the physical symptoms associated with anxiety and panic attacks. By breathing in a 

way that allows the normal balance of oxygen and carbon dioxide to be restored in your body 

the experience physical symptoms of anxiety can be significantly reduced. 

  

It is important to practice controlled breathing for at least 4 minutes, because that is roughly 

how long it takes to restore a natural balance of oxygen and carbon dioxide. The balancing 

works most effectively if you breathe deeply in and out in an equal amount of time. If you put 

one hand on your upper chest and one hand on your stomach, breathe in such a way so that 

the hand on your stomach moves out as your breath in. 

  

Try breathing in to a slow count of 4 and out to a slow count of 4 for 4 minutes right now and 

see if you become more relaxed. It doesn’t matter whether you breathe in through your mouth 

or your nose; breathe whichever way is comfortable for you. Be sure to breathe gently and 

not take big gulps of air. 
 

 

Progressive Muscle Relaxation 
  

Progressive muscle relaxation is a technique in which the major muscle groups in the body 

are alternatively tensed and relaxed. The process continues from your toes to your feet. This 

kind of relaxation can lead to deep levels of physical and mental relaxation. One tenses and 

relaxed the muscles in the toes, the feet, the calves, the legs, the thighs and so on up to your 

shoulders, neck, jaw, eyes, and the forehead. Each muscle group is tenses for 5 seconds and 

then relaxed for 10-15 seconds, then against tensed for 5 seconds and relaxed for 10-15 

seconds.  

  

Different people carry muscle tension in different parts of their bodies, so the particular areas 

that need emphasis during relaxation can vary from person to person. Most people report 

increased levels of relaxation and a decreased level of physical tension and anxiety on 

completing a progressive muscle relaxation exercise.  

  



Autogenic Training  

  

The following is a series of autogenic training exercises designed to help you reverse the 

physiological effects of stress and relax more fully.  Autogenics consists of physiological 

response to a set of commands you give yourself.  It is important not to “try” to make 

anything happen while thinking about these exercises; just maintain an attitude of passive 

concentration.  Remain alert to your experience, but don’t analyze it.  Think about each 

statement for about 30 to 40 seconds.  Practice the exercises while seated in a comfortable 

position or while lying down with pillows supporting your head and knees. 

  

Statement Number 1 
  

My left arm is heavy. X 3 

My right arm is heavy. X3 

. 

  

Repeat each part of this statement to yourself several times, slowly and rhythmically.  It is 

helpful to visualize your arms as being heavy, to feel them sinking into your lap or against the 

chair or the floor. 

  

Statement Number 2 

  

 My right leg is heavy x3 

 My left leg is heavy x3 

  

  

Think about your legs being heavy and relaxed, with the muscles being loose and limp not 

tight or restricted.  Feel the weight of your legs. 

  

Statement Number 3 

  

 

My neck and shoulders are heavy x 3 

 

 

Think about your neck and shoulders being heavy and relaxed, with the muscles being loose 

and limp not tight or restricted 

 

Statement Number 4 

 

 My right arm is warm x3 

My left arm is warm x3 

  

Visualize warmth taking over your arms.  You may want to imagine your arms being 

suspended in warm water or being warmed by the sun. 

  



Statement Number 4 

  

My right leg is warm x3.   

My left leg is warm x3.  . 

  

Again, visualize your legs being warmed in the sun or suspended in a tub of warm water. 

  

Statement Number 5 
  

My heartbeat is calm and regular. 

  

For some people, it is helpful to place your hand over your heart so that you can establish 

what the heart rate is and its regularity.  Then, passively think about your heart rate being 

calm and regular. 

  

Statement Number 6 
  

My breathing is calm and regular. 

  

You may want to think about your breathing being deep and easy so that you have full, deep 

breathing, producing a calming sensation.  Passively think about this.  Don’t force changes in 

breathing patterns. 

  

Statement Number 7 

  

My solar plexus is warm. 

  

The solar plexus is located in the mid-section of your body, the area below the chest and just 

above the abdominal area.  Visualize your body floating just below the surface of very 

pleasant warm water or being warmed by the sun shining on this region of your body.  Think 

about this passively. 

  

Statement Number 8 

  

My forehead is cool. 

  

Here again, you want to use visualization.  Picture a cool breeze blowing on your face, 

calming your forehead.  Or you may want to picture a cool moist cloth being placed on your 

forehead. 

  

REVIEW 
  

My arms and legs are heavy. 

My arms and legs are warm. 

My heartbeat is calm and regular. 

My breathing is calm and regular. 

My solar plexus is warm. 

My forehead is cool. 

 When you are ready, take a deep, cleansing breath; let is out; gradually stretch your arms, 

legs, fingers, toes, neck; and focus on being alert and relaxed.  



 Imagery 

  

Imagery methods are also effective for learning to relax and manage anxiety. Imagery 

involves actively visualising scenes that are tranquil and relaxing to you. Scenes may be 

actual places you know that feel safe and relaxing, or they may be scenes you create to be 

tranquil, safe, and relaxing. The specific scene is less important than how the image makes 

you feel. 

  

The more senses you can incorporate into you image, the more relaxing imagery is likely to 

be. If you can imagine the smells, sounds, and tactile sensations as well as the visual aspects 

of the scene, you will improve your ability to relax. For example, if you imagine yourself 

walking along a tree-lined mountain path, you may want to focus your attention on the birds 

singing, the light dancing through the tree branches, the smell of the pine, the greenness of 

the forest, and the cool breeze as it touches your skin. Each one of our senses can contribute 

to our experience of relaxation and comfort. 

 
 

Distraction 

  
A fourth method of reducing the frequency and severity of anxiety is distraction. When 

anxious, we tend to focus on physical sensations or thoughts connected to our anxiety. 

Distraction works because our attention is focused away from the thoughts or physical 

sensations that contribute to our anxiety. 

  

To the degree that you can become absorbed in other activities or thoughts you will shut off 

the cognitive fuel for your anxiety, thereby decreasing or eliminating your anxiety symptoms. 

The more fully you are able to absorb yourself in other thoughts or activities, the more your 

anxiety will dissipate. Like controlled breathing, it is important to practice distraction for at 

least 4 minutes before expecting a decrease in anxiety. 

  

e.g. Linda learned to use distraction effectively in the early phases of her therapy. Linda was 

on an airplane when the pilot announced that the plane would be delayed on the runway for 

20 minutes. Linda’s initial thoughts were “I would be able to handle being in this plan. I’ll 

have a panic attack,’ and she began to experience anxiety. Although she had learned 

progressive muscle relaxation and how to use her thought diary as a way of recording and 

understanding her thoughts, Linda decided to experiment with distraction. 

  

Linda began to focus her attention on the sky and clouds. She concentrated on the shades of 

blue in the sky and on the colours and shapes of the clouds. She allowed her eyes to run over 

the outlines of the clouds and to observe closely the texture of each cloud. Additionally, she 

sought to amuse herself by looking for pictures in the clouds; she was surprised to find that 

many of the clouds resembled cartoon characters. Linda because so absorbed in the scene that 

the 20-minute delay went by quickly and with virtually no anxiety. 

  

You may want to try each of these relaxation methods once or twice to see which ones work 

best for you. To determine which relaxation methods work best for you, rate your level or 

anxiety or tension on a 0-100 scale before and after completing them. Many people find that 

distraction is the best method for very high levels of anxiety and that the other methods work 

best at medium levels of anxiety. Practice one or two methods that work best for you 

regularly to make them fully effective. 


