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1
relaxation – a skill with a long history

Learning to relax is not something new. Although it may seem to be something we associate with today’s high speed, high-tech world, the art of relaxation has a very long history, and these skills can be traced back thousands of years. It is thought, for example, that when early man stared into the flames of their fires for long periods of time, they fell into a deep state of a calm and relaxation. In this chapter you will discover the benefits of relaxation; a sense of calm, contentment and positivity – in fact, just feeling really good. You will learn why you can’t just tell yourself to relax and the many, many ways there are to help you. You’ll also have the chance to try out simple techniques for yourself, which will bring relaxation in seconds.

Benefits of relaxation

Relaxation is a tremendously effective antidote to tension and stress, and it has the added advantages of being straightforward to learn and having no side effects. But it is not just about relieving tension and stress. Being relaxed and at ease has many, many benefits in its own right, even if you are not stressed or tense to begin with. Being able to achieve a state of complete relaxation in mind and body has numerous benefits for us all, whether thousands of years ago, or today. This means that no matter what your reason for wanting to learn this exciting and most rewarding of arts, there is so much that you can get out of it.

The most profound benefits relaxation can bring are those relating to you as a person, the whole you, the inner you – your core being if you like. Here are just some of the benefits which relaxing regularly can bring to you:


	calmness

	stillness

	inner glow

	inner strength

	togetherness

	contentment

	completeness

	confidence

	positivity

	peace

	fulfilment

	feeling in control of yourself and your life

	cushioning from stress

	it just feels really good.



Your relationships

In your relationships, an ability to stay calm and unruffled means that you can deal more effectively with whatever life throws your way. This might be with family, friends, your partner, neighbours, or at work. An added bonus is that if we are calm, this rubs off on those around us too, making them feel calmer, more in control and more confident – colleagues, employees, partner, children, friends, and so on. In this way you are teaching by example, something which shouldn’t be underestimated. You can even take things a stage further, and if someone in your circle of family and friends is struggling to cope with tension or stress, or one of the situations already mentioned, you can teach them what you learn from this book.



Letting go


	In your own time, breathe in slowly, and as you do so, silently scan and check over your body for any tension. Shoulders, hands, back, neck, jaw, head, legs, feet… wherever. Notice where there is any tension.

	Then, in your own time, breathe out again, and let go of any tension you found.

	Repeat steps 1 and 2 again.





Your health

Being able to unwind and relax, on a daily basis, also brings with it profound and wide-reaching health benefits. If you have frequent colds, sore throats or other illnesses, your immune system may not be as strong as it might be. Relaxation has been shown to strengthen your immune response. It can also enhance your general sense of well-being. There is evidence confirming benefits in the following areas of health for most people who maintain a regular relaxation programme or, better still, build it in to their everyday life:


	Healthy blood pressure is maintained.

	Cardiovascular health (heart, circulation etc.) is improved.

	The immune system is strengthened.

	Energy levels are improved.

	A feeling of overall health and well-being is achieved.



Uses of relaxation

There are so many uses for relaxation, with more being added all the time. Most smoking cessation programmes now include teaching relaxation as a way of coping better with the cravings and general agitation brought about by trying to stop smoking. Audiologists find relaxation can be helpful for the many people who are troubled by constant sounds in their ears (tinnitus). Studies also show that those with depression, or chronic fatigue syndrome (also known as ME or Myalgic Encephalomyelitis), can have their symptoms improved if they use relaxation regularly. Here are just some of the applications relaxation has been used for. These will be discussed in more detail in later chapters:


	stress

	depression

	postnatal depression

	insomnia

	tension

	migraine

	childbirth

	anxiety

	pain management

	ME (Myalgic Encephalomyelitis)

	anger management

	stopping smoking

	tinnitus

	IBS (irritable bowel syndrome)

	panic attacks

	phobias and OCD (obsessive-compulsive disorder).



How to relax

Most people can relax with a good book or TV programme, or by having a long lazy bath, maybe pottering in the garden or tinkering with the car in the garage, going for a run or a walk on the beach, or walking the dog. And this works for many people, depending on their personal interests and preferences. Recent research has even shown that stroking a friendly cat or dog, preferably your own, has a noticeably calming effect, and can even lower blood pressure.

But sometimes these everyday activities just don’t work. If tension is acute and happens frequently, you can’t always be reading a book, going for a walk, or listening to music. There is life to get on with, and work to be done. Such activities are usually very time-consuming, and there aren’t enough hours in the day. And if you’re at work or out shopping, or driving, or looking after children or an elderly person, what do you do then?

That’s why this book is so important. You will learn how to relax anywhere, anytime, in quick ways, and in slow ways, using skills you can put into action while you’re doing something else and, of course, there will be a wide variety of long, slow techniques for you to choose from, for when you have that extra time and space. Relaxation is often referred to as ‘exercises’, but this is not really the case. ‘Techniques’ or ‘methods’ is much nearer to the reality of it. Most involve very little physical input. None are at all strenuous. Some involve using only your breathing or thinking. So there should be something for everyone, and you don’t have to be particularly fit for any of them. If you are at all concerned about any technique, just check with your doctor before you go ahead. Relaxation is not a difficult skill to learn – it’s just about knowing how.

A few words of caution

Firstly, as just described, this book will cover a wide range of relaxation techniques, with varied physical input. The most you are likely to be asked to do is tense a set of muscles, say, make a tight fist with your hand. But if you are in any doubt at all about your fitness to use or try out a technique or method, then it is best not to go ahead with it. There will be lots of other alternatives offered, so you won’t be missing out. Or you can adapt the activity to suit your particular needs. If it still works for you with your adaptation, then it is still going to be beneficial to you. It’s as simple as that.

Stephen Palmer of the London Centre for Stress Management agrees that care should be exercised by some people. There can be an initial increase in blood pressure brought about by tensing the muscles, so if this could be a problem, it makes sense to avoid methods which involve this. In addition, there is a very small minority, usually those with an anxiety problem, who may feel panicky when first using techniques involving relaxation or breathing exercises. Regular practice should sort out this last difficulty fairly quickly. You can always check with your doctor or other health professional if you’re not sure about a particular technique.

Secondly, relaxation can bring huge benefits but it is not a miracle cure. If you are finding any of the following are causing you a problem or placing limitations on your life, then contact your GP, who will be able to offer you support and advice:


	panic attacks

	depressed or low mood

	stress

	anxiety

	tension

	phobia

	obsessional or compulsive behaviour

	obsessional or compulsive thinking.



But, for the vast majority of people, relaxation should not present any problems and provide nothing but benefits, with absolutely no side effects. This book will give you numerous types and techniques to try out, so that you can enjoy finding out which suit you best.



Slow down


	Sit comfortably and quietly, and bring your thoughts to yourself, just sitting there.

	Close your eyes gently, and become aware of your breathing. Take a gentle breath in, and in your own time, sigh it back out, allowing your shoulders to relax.

	
Now in your own time, as you breathe in, silently place the word ‘SLOW’ on your inward breath, and as you breathe out, place the word ‘DOWN’ on your outward breath.

	Repeat this for one or two minutes.





Why telling yourself to relax is difficult

As newborn infants, we are completely able to relax. It comes absolutely automatically to us, as we lie secure and at ease in our mother’s arms. Provided we are fed, warm, dry and emotionally secure, relaxing is what a new baby does best, and does for most of the time. Toddlers playing on a swing or a chute, or in the paddling pool, can still just relax and enjoy themselves without thinking about it. And yet, somewhere along the line, by the time we are adults, or even before that, many people find that trying to relax can be very difficult, if not impossible. You know what you want to do. You sit down and try to relax. But your mind and body just don’t seem to want to comply. There are two reasons for this:


	One is that we can actually forget how to relax.

	And second, you can’t just tell your body to relax.



Over months or years of feeling tense or stressed, day in and day out, we become accustomed to feeling tense. We begin to believe that it is normal to feel that way. We can actually forget how to relax. One way of thinking about it is that the pathways in our brain which lead to relaxation have become overgrown and impassable, whereas the pathways leading to tension are clear and well-maintained motorways.

The second reason is due to the way our body works. The part of our body which makes us relax is the same part which makes us breathe, and makes our heart beat. It’s sometimes likened to an ‘automatic pilot’. We can’t tell our heart to beat, or to beat faster when we have to climb some stairs. It just happens ‘automatically’. So, in the same way, we can’t tell our body or our mind to relax. They won’t hear us. They are set in ‘tense’ mode. It would be like telling the automatic pilot on a plane to change direction. It just can’t be done. But there are many ways to speak our body’s language, and to communicate with both mind and body, asking them to relax. And that’s what this book will teach you. Manual override if you like.

For many people the straightforward answer is to spend time regularly on a practical activity which reduces arousal and tension in the muscles. Most people would find it relatively easy to find a suitable activity: a warm lazy bath, listening to a favourite piece of music, aromatherapy, a walk on the beach, yoga, gardening, dancing, sport, and so on. The choice of activity is very much down to personal taste and effectiveness.

However, there can be several drawbacks with this approach:


	If you are very tense, arousal and tension may be so persistent that the muscles need to be relaxed frequently, several times a day or more.
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