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RELAXATION: 
Benefits & Tips

The goal of relaxation is to reduce the effects of stress on your health. Since chronic pain produces chronic stress on the 
body, it is important to regularly practice relaxation techniques that can help your mind and body recover. Relaxation is more than 
UHVWLQJ�RU�HQMR\LQJ�D�KREE\�±�LW�LQYROYHV�XVLQJ�VSHFL¿F�VWUDWHJLHV�WR�UHGXFH�WHQVLRQ��

Bene!ts of Relaxation

Relaxation is important for good health. When you are relaxed, your muscles are loose, your heart rate is normal, and your 
breathing is slow and deep. Learning how to relax can help especially when you feel pain. Relaxation prompts your body to 
release chemicals that reduce pain and produce a sense of well-being.

Relaxation won’t cure pain or other chronic symptoms, but skills that relax the body and the mind may help decrease muscle 
tension, prevent muscle spasms, and relieve the stress that can aggravate pain and other symptoms. 

7DNLQJ�WLPH�WR�UHOD[�DQG�UHIXHO�\RXU�HQHUJ\�SURYLGHV�EHQH¿WV�VXFK�DV�

• Improved mood
• Increased energy and productivity
• Improved concentration and focus
• Improved sense of control over stress and daily demands
• Improved nighttime sleep
�� ,QFUHDVHG�VHOI�FRQ¿GHQFH
• Greater ability to handle problems
• Decreased anxiety and other negative emotions such as anger and frustration
�� ,QFUHDVHG�EORRG�ÀRZ�WR�PXVFOHV�DQG�UHGXFHG�PXVFOH�WHQVLRQ
• Lower blood pressure, breathing rate, and heart rate
• Decreased pain, such as headaches and back pain

Relaxation Practice Tips

5HOD[DWLRQ�LV�D�VNLOO�WKDW�UHTXLUHV�SUDFWLFH��<RX�PD\�QRW�IHHO�WKH�EHQH¿WV�LPPHGLDWHO\��VR�GRQ¶W�JLYH�XS��5HPDLQ�SDWLHQW�DQG�
motivated and you’ll reduce the negative impacts of stress. And remember: If relaxation feels foreign or unnatural, that likely 
PHDQV�\RX�DUH�D�SHUVRQ�ZKR�QHHGV�LW�PRVW�

Establish a routine
• Set aside time to practice relaxation at least once or twice a day.
• Pairing relaxation with a regular activity may help you remember to practice (for example, take 10 relaxed breaths before 

bed or whenever you sit down to eat).
• Practice at various times throughout the day until relaxation becomes natural and you can use it readily when you feel 

VWUHVVHG��<RX�PD\�ZDQW�WR�OHDYH�³UHPLQGHUV´�IRU�\RXUVHOI�WR�UHOD[��IRU�H[DPSOH��VWLFN\�QRWHV�RQ�WKH�EDWKURRP�PLUURU��
NLWFKHQ�FDELQHWV��RU�FDU�GDVKERDUG�ZLWK�WKH�ZRUGV�³UHOD[´�RU�³EUHDWKH´��

Be comfortable
• Practice on a comfortable chair, sofa, mat, or bed. Dim the lights.
• Loosen tight clothing and remove shoes, belt, glasses or contact lenses, if you like.

Concentrate
• Eliminate disruptions. Turn off the TV, radio, or telephone. Practice in a quiet, calm, environment.
• Close your eyes to reduce distractions and improve concentration. If you prefer, keep your eyes open and focus on  

one spot.
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• Move your body as little as possible, changing positions only for comfort.
�� 'RQ¶W�ZRUU\�LI�\RX�KDYH�VRPH�GLVWUDFWLQJ�WKRXJKWV²LW�KDSSHQV�WR�HYHU\RQH��-XVW�QRWLFH�WKDW�\RXU�WKRXJKWV�KDYH�ZDQGHUHG�

DQG�WKHQ�JHQWO\��ZLWKRXW�MXGJPHQW��UHWXUQ�\RXU�DWWHQWLRQ�WR�\RXU�EUHDWK�

Relax
• Begin and end relaxation practices with relaxed breathing techniques. 
• Use a relaxation CD if it helps. Gradually, learn to relax without a CD so that you can use relaxation techniques anywhere.
• Let relaxation proceed naturally and spread throughout your body. Do not try to resist it.

Be patient
• Give yourself time to learn relaxation skills. Practice is required for these techniques to become automatic.
• Try not to become upset if you have trouble concentrating. A wandering mind is normal and expected. Keep bringing your 

attention back to your breath. 
• Don’t worry about how well you are practicing.
�� $IWHU�D�IHZ�ZHHNV��VHOHFW�D�ZRUG��VXFK�DV�³FDOP�´�³UHOD[�´�³SHDFH�´�RU�³SDWLHQFH´�WKDW�\RX�FDQ�VD\�GXULQJ�UHOD[DWLRQ�

practices. Eventually, simply saying that word may help you relax.

Incorporate relaxation into daily life
�� 2YHU�WLPH��PRYH�UHOD[DWLRQ�SUDFWLFHV�IURP�SODQQHG��TXLHW�VHWWLQJV�WR�³UHDO�OLIH�´�7KH�JRDO�LV�WR�EH�DEOH�WR�FDOP�\RXUVHOI�

when necessary, no matter where you are.
• Use relaxation whenever you notice yourself feeling stressed or anxious, such as waiting in line, at a doctor’s 

DSSRLQWPHQW��RU�GXULQJ�D�GLI¿FXOW�PHHWLQJ�



110

DEEP BREATHING

First, start by becoming aware of your breathing...  Place one hand on your abdomen at the waistline and the other hand on 
the center of your chest. Without trying to change anything, simply notice how you are breathing. Notice where you are breathing 
from…  whether your shoulders are rising and falling, whether your chest is rising and falling, or perhaps your belly is rising and 
falling. Notice how your hands move as you breathe…  (PAUSE)

Now notice the rate of your breathing. Are you breathing rapidly or slowly? Are you breathing deeply or more  
shallow? (PAUSE)

1RZ�DV�\RX�VORZO\�LQKDOH��LPDJLQH�WKH�DLU�ÀRZLQJ�GHHSHU�LQWR�\RXU�EHOO\��)HHO�\RXU�EHOO\�¿OO�ZLWK�DLU�DV�\RXU�ORZHU�KDQG�
rises. Pause at the top of your breath, and then follow your breath out as you completely exhale…  Slowly take a breath in...   
2, 3, 4...  and slowly exhale…2, 3, 4. Let any tension melt away as you relax more deeply with each breath...  (PAUSE)

Notice how the air feels, as cool fresh air enters your nose, passes through the little hairs in your nasal passage, reaches the 
back of your throat, and descends deep into your lungs. Notice what happens as that breath of fresh air enters your lungs. Notice 
what happens when you exhale. Feel the temperature of each breath, cool as you inhale, and warm as you exhale. Count your 
breaths as you breathe in and out.

Notice your breath becoming smooth and slow. Feel your belly and ribcage expand outward with each breath...  and feel 
yourself become more relaxed with each exhale. Allow your shoulders to become heavier with each exhale…  (PAUSE 15 sec)

Continue breathing slowly and gently...  (PAUSE 15 sec)

As you breathe, notice the cool temperature of the air, as it enters your nose or mouth. Notice how the air becomes warmer as 
you follow it deep into your belly and out through your mouth.

Continue breathing slowly and gently...  (PAUSE 15 sec)

Again, slowly take a breath in...  2, 3, 4...  and slowly exhale…  2, 3, 4. Feel yourself become more and more relaxed with 
each exhale…  (PAUSE 15 sec)

(Skip if going on to other relaxation exercises)

Now, as I count from 5 to 1, feel yourself become more alert…   5 bringing your attention to this room…  4 feeling calm and 
UHOD[HG«����VWDUW�WR�ZLJJOH�\RXU�¿QJHUV�DQG�WRHV«����VORZO\�VWDUW�WR�PRYH�DQG�VWUHWFK�\RXU�PXVFOHV«����RSHQ�\RXU�H\HV��IHHOLQJ�
UHIUHVKHG�DQG�UHMXYHQDWHG��
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PROGRESSIVE MUSCLE RELAXATION

First, build up the tension in the lower arms��E\�PDNLQJ�¿VWV�ZLWK�\RXU�KDQGV�DQG�SXOOLQJ�\RXU�¿VWV�XS�E\�EHQGLQJ�WKH�ZULVWV��
)HHO�WKH�WHQVLRQ�WKURXJK�WKH�ORZHU�DUPV��ZULVWV��¿QJHUV��NQXFNOHV��DQG�KDQGV��)RFXV�RQ�WKH�WHQVLRQ«���3$86(���VHF�

Now release the tension. Let your hands and lower arms relax onto the chair or bed beside you. Focus your attention on 
the relaxing sensations in your hands and arms. Feel the release from tension as you relax the muscles fully, feel it get warm…  
(PAUSE 10 sec)

Now build up the tension in the upper arms by pulling the arms back and in toward your sides. Feel the tension in the back 
of the arms and radiating towards the shoulders and into the back. Focus on the tension. Hold this tension…  (PAUSE 5 sec)

Now, release the arms and let them relax – almost feeling heavy at your sides. Notice the difference between the prior 
feelings of tension and the new feelings of relaxation. Your arms might feel heavy, warm, and relaxed…  (PAUSE 10 sec)

Now bring your attention to your lower legs��%XLOG�XS�WKH�WHQVLRQ�E\�ÀH[LQJ�\RXU�IHHW�DQG�SXOOLQJ�\RXU�WRHV�WRZDUG�\RXU�
upper body. Feel the tension as it spreads through your feet, ankles, shins, and calves. Hold this tension…  (PAUSE 5 sec) 

And release all of the tension in your lower legs. Let your legs relax onto the chair or bed. Feel the difference in these 
muscles as they relax. Feel the release from tension, the sense of comfort, the heaviness of relaxation...  (PAUSE 10 sec)

Build up the tension in your upper legs and buttocks by pressing your knees together and lifting the legs slightly off of the 
bed or chair. Focus on the tightness through the front of your thighs and buttocks. Hold this tension…  (PAUSE 5 sec)

Now release all of the tension in your upper legs. Let your legs sink heavily into the chair or bed. Let all of the tension 
disappear as your legs sink heavier into the chair or bed. Focus on the feeling of relaxation and comfort… (PAUSE 10 sec)

Build up the tension in your abdomen by pulling your abdomen in toward your spine, very tightly. Feel the tightness and 
focus on this tension…  (PAUSE 5 sec)

Now let the tension in the abdomen relax…  Notice how smooth and calm your breathing has become. Feel the comfort of 
relaxation…  (PAUSE 10 sec)

Build up the tension in your chest by taking in a deep breath and holding it. Your chest is expanded and the muscles are 
stretched around your chest. Feel the tension in your front and your back...  (PAUSE 3-5 sec)

1RZ��VORZO\�OHW�WKH�DLU�HVFDSH�DQG�UHVXPH�QRUPDO�EUHDWKLQJ��OHWWLQJ�DLU�ÀRZ�LQ�DQG�RXW�VPRRWKO\�DQG�HDVLO\��)HHO�WKH�
difference in sensations as the muscles relax, compared to those of tension…  (PAUSE 10 sec)

Build up the tension in your neck and shoulders by pulling your shoulder blades back and up towards your ears. Feel the 
tension around your shoulders, radiating into your neck and back. Hold this tension…  (PAUSE 5 sec) 

Now release the tension. Let your shoulders drop down, sinking further and further until they are completely relaxed. Notice 
WKH�GLIIHUHQFH�LQ�WKH�SUHYLRXV�IHHOLQJV�RI�WHQVLRQ�DQG�WKH�QHZ�IHHOLQJV�RI�UHOD[DWLRQ��(QMR\�WKHVH�IHHOLQJV«���3$86(����VHF�

Build up the tension in your mouth, jaw and throat by clenching your teeth and turning the corners of your mouth back into 
a forced smiled. Hold. Feel the tightness…   (PAUSE 5 sec)

1RZ��UHOHDVH�WKH�WHQVLRQ��/HW�\RXU�MDZ�GURS�GRZQ�DQG�WKH�PXVFOHV�DURXQG�\RXU�WKURDW�DQG�MDZ�UHOD[��1RWLFH�WKH�GLIIHUHQFH�
between the feelings of tension and the feelings of relaxation… (PAUSE 10 sec)

Now, build up the tension around your eyes and lower forehead, by squeezing your eyes tightly shut and pulling your 
eyebrows down… hold this tension (PAUSE 5 sec) 
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Now release all the tension in your eyes and lower forehead. Let the tension disappear from around your eyes. Feel your 
forehead and eyes smooth. Feel the difference as the muscles relax…   (PAUSE 10 sec)

Build up the tension in your upper forehead and scalp by raising your eyebrows as high as possible. Feel the wrinkling and 
pulling across the forehead and top of the head. Hold this tension…  (PAUSE 5 sec) 

Now release all the tension in your forehead, letting the eyebrows gently rest down. Focus on the sensations of relaxation…  
(PAUSE 10 sec)

Your whole body is feeling relaxed and calm. Scan your body for any last bits of tension and if you notice any, let that tension 
JR��(QMR\�WKH�IHHOLQJV�RI�UHOD[DWLRQ«

As I count from 1 to 5, feel yourself become more and more relaxed…  1  … let all tension leave your body…  2 …  sinking 
further and further into relaxation…  3 … feel more and more relaxed…  4 … feel very relaxed…  5  …deeply relaxed…  
(PAUSE 30 sec)

As you spend a few minutes in this relaxed state, think about your breathing. Feel the cool air as you breathe in and the warm 
DLU�DV�\RX�EUHDWKH�RXW��<RXU�EUHDWKLQJ�LV�VPRRWK�DQG�UHJXODU��(YHU\�WLPH�\RX�EUHDWKH�RXW��WKLQN�WR�\RXUVHOI�³UHOD[«��UHOD[�«��
relax”…  you are feeling comfortable and relaxed…  (PAUSE 1-3 min)

(Skip if going on to other relaxation exercises)

Now, as I count from 5 to 1, feel yourself become more alert…   5, bringing your attention to this room…  4, feeling calm 
DQG�UHOD[HG«�����VWDUW�WR�ZLJJOH�\RXU�¿QJHUV�DQG�WRHV«�����VORZO\�VWDUW�WR�PRYH�DQG�VWUHWFK�\RXU�PXVFOHV«�����RSHQ�\RXU�H\HV��
IHHOLQJ�UHIUHVKHG�DQG�UHMXYHQDWHG��
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GUIDED IMAGERY

Imagine yourself walking slowly down a path toward your special place. This path can be inside or outside. The path is 
FRPIRUWLQJ�DQG�SHDFHIXO��$V�\RX�ZDON�GRZQ�WKLV�SDWK��LPDJLQH�DOO�RI�\RXU�VWUHVVHV��ZRUULHV��DQG�WHQVLRQ�DUH�OHDYLQJ�\RX��(QMR\�
WKLV�MRXUQH\�WR�\RXU�VSHFLDO�SODFH�

As you walk down this path, notice the ground beneath you…how it feels as you walk. Notice the sounds…the comfortable 
temperature of the air. Take a breath in, feeling all your tension leave you as you exhale. Notice any fragrance that may be here. 
Notice the view around you. Reach out and touch something around you. Feel its textures…

You feel calm and safe. All your worries and anxieties being left behind as you move toward your special place…   
(PAUSE 30 sec)

Walk down this path until you arrive at your own special place…and when you have reached this special place, go ahead and 
enter… (PAUSE 10 sec)

You have arrived at this relaxing and peaceful place. Notice the ground underneath you… whether it is hard or soft. Notice 
how the ground feels below your feet. Listen to the sounds in this place, both close and distant. Smell the air, the fragrances. 
Notice the temperature of the air around you.

Look above you…  Notice the colors and sights above you. Look out into the distance…  as far as you can see…  Take in all 
of the sights, fragrances, and sounds around you. 

Reach out and touch something in this place…  Notice it’s texture and how it feels against your skin. Notice the different 
REMHFWV�DURXQG�\RX«��WKHLU�VKDSHV��WH[WXUHV��DQG�FRORUV��1RWLFH�WKH�OLJKW�DQG�VKDGH�RI�WKLV�SODFH�DQG�KRZ�LW�UHÀHFWV�RII�RI� 
WKHVH�REMHFWV�

There is a comfortable place for you to sit or lie here as you take in all the smells, sounds, sights, and textures…  As you sit 
RU�OLH�LQ�WKLV�SODFH��DZD\�IURP�LW�DOO��\RX�IHHO�FDOP�DQG�VHFXUH��UHIUHVKHG�DQG�UHQHZHG��VWURQJ�DQG�DW�SHDFH��$V�\RX�HQMR\�WKLV�SODFH�
for a few minutes, you know that you can come here whenever you please, and that this place will always be waiting for you…  
(PAUSE 3-5 min)

1RZ�LW¶V�WLPH�WR�FRPH�EDFN«��OHDYH�E\�WKH�VDPH�ZD\�\RX�FDPH��HQMR\LQJ�WKH�SDWK«��DQG�DV�\RX�UHWXUQ�RQ�WKLV�SDWK��\RX�
VWDUW�WR�DOVR�QRWLFH�WKH�URRP�LQ�ZKLFK�\RX�DUH�VLWWLQJ«��VWDUW�WR�ZLJJOH�\RXU�¿QJHUV�DQG�WRHV«��DQG�ZKHQ�\RX�DUH�UHDG\��VORZO\�
open your eyes and stretch your muscles.
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RELAXATION PRACTICE RECORD

Use this record to chart your relaxation practice over time. Before you begin your practice, use the scale below to rate your 
level of tension. After you complete the practice, use the same scale again to rate your level of tension. Note any differences. 
Remember, it may take a number of sessions before you notice improvement.

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Totally Very  Slightly Slightly Moderately Extremely 
Relaxed Relaxed Relaxed Tense Tense Tense

Date How long did you  
practice? (minutes)

Level of tension  
before practice (0-10)

Level of tension  
after practice (0-10)


