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Meet the author


I first taught relaxation to a small community group in 1982. This was a part of some voluntary work I was doing at that time. I had learned the basics of this newly emerging skill at a workshop run by a local charity. My interest in relaxation came about because I had been finding work stressful as a young, newly qualified teacher who had been catapulted into a secondary school at a time of serious industrial unrest and when the school-leaving age had just risen from 15 to 16. I found relaxation an invaluable and immense help to me, and was pleased to pass on what I had learned to a local group of interested and tense individuals.


The thing about those very early days which seems so strange now, was that GPs at that time frowned upon relaxation and using recordings of relaxation techniques, seeing this as coming very much from the other side of the track, or even as some bizarre kind of ‘hocus pocus’. Some of the women in my group were told not to go back to their GPs if they were going to persist with this dubious practice.


This story clearly shows just how much times have changed, and how they continue to change, sometimes beyond all recognition, and always in an unpredictable and uncontrollable fashion. And this gives us two reasons why people may be more tense and more ‘grumpy’ these days: change, and our lack of control over it. Television has made much of ‘grumpy old men’ and ‘grumpy old women’, which, sadly, does strike a chord with most of us, amusing though this may be. But it doesn’t matter what age we are, change is stressful, and so is feeling we have little or no control over these changes.


There are many other reasons why there is so much tension around today – too many to go into here. But the speed and complexity of life, and its highly competitive nature are foremost amongst them. The changing and unpredictable nature of personal and family relationships, and the more pressurized atmosphere of the workplace are two of the top causes of tension, with drugs, alcohol and poverty coming in third. These are just my views of course, and doubtless you’ll have your own opinions, but the statistics on absence from work due to mental health problems, chief among which are stress, tension, anxiety and depression, speak for themselves and make grim reading.


From my early introduction to relaxation in the early 1980s, I was interested enough to take a degree in psychology, and to follow that up with a masters degree. This was achieved through several years of researching the best way to train practice nurses and health visitors to be able to provide on-the-spot advice to the thousands consulting their GP every year because of stress and tension. This has defined my work for the past 15 years, which has primarily involved creating and running courses on relaxation and stress, mainly for the health professionals on the front line of dealing with this immense problem.


I was therefore delighted to be asked to produce a new edition of Teach Yourself Relaxation, and I had no hesitation in saying yes. I have thoroughly enjoyed bringing together information and techniques from the wide array of sources now available in this fascinating world of ‘hocus pocus’. This shady and ‘alternative’ world has now come firmly into the mainstream, and is being actively encouraged by the NHS, with many GPs themselves learning how to relax in order to cope better with their very stressful occupation.


This book is a treasure trove of numerous different approaches to relaxation for you to enjoy, learn about and try for yourself. You’ll be able to look around the Aladdin’s cave which is the colourful world of relaxation, and see what every corner of it has to offer. You’ll find ancient methods such as meditation, yoga and t’ai chi; more recent methods like mindfulness, progressive muscle relaxation, scanning, quick relaxation, and breathing exercises; and absolutely cutting edge relaxation using biofeedback devices and specialist computer programs. There is no assumed knowledge, everything will be explained clearly, and there are abundant step-by-step and straightforward instructions for you to try out what’s on offer for yourself.


There is nothing in the book that requires you to be particularly fit or active, or exert yourself particularly. In fact, the term ‘relaxation exercise’ is really a misnomer which has led to misunderstanding. It’s better to think of relaxation techniques, or methods, rather than exercises. Nevertheless, it is always wise to check with your doctor if you feel unsure of any technique.


I’ve also included alternative and complementary therapies which have been shown to be effective for relaxation. Where possible, self-help techniques for these are given, but if this is not possible, vital information about consulting a therapist is included to help you if you decide to try these.


There are also sections which will give you guidance for coping with the many situations which can produce tension: an interview, driving test or exam, and giving a presentation, are just some examples. Specific know-how for these situations teamed with appropriate relaxation skills provide the ideal strategy for dealing with life’s difficult situations. There are so many of these today, and we are all expected to sail through them with ease. Similar material on how to deal better with feelings like anger and jealousy are included, as well as some insights into coping with criticism and mood swings.


The book concludes with a chapter that guides you through a review of what have been the main points for you in the book, and helps you decide how to take your new skills forward, develop them further and keep them on top form. This is a book which you’ll want to return to, and dip into again and again, as it has so much to offer on the wonderful art of relaxation.


I hope you will enjoy my book on ‘hocus pocus’.





1: Only got a minute?



Relaxation – the forgotten skill


We are all born able to relax. We don’t have to give it a moment’s thought. It just happens. Think back to your early childhood. Do you remember feeling tense or stressed then? Most of us were relaxed and carefree as young children. But with the ever quickening pace and stress of life as we get older, we can easily fall into the tension habit, and we can actually forget how to relax. We can forget what it feels like to be relaxed. How nice it feels. And how ‘normal’ that feeling is.


You get so used to your shoulders and across the back of your neck being tense that you simply don’t notice it. The muscles around your eyes and across your forehead jump to attention whenever you wake in the morning. Arching your back when you are driving goes unnoticed in the roar and bustle of the traffic. As the day goes on, you can clench your teeth or hold your jaw taut, or clutch the phone in a vice-like grip. All unnoticed.


It’s so important to rekindle that memory of childhood, and to learn how to relax again and do what used to come naturally to us. To just ‘be’ relaxed, without ever having to work at it.


So, try it now for yourself. Take 20 seconds or so, just to mentally scan through your whole body looking for any tense areas. Go on, give it a go. Just mentally scan over your body. Found any tense areas? Now, simply let that tension go, and allow your whole body to relax completely. Repeat this ‘complete body scan’ once more, and relax any tension you find. Feel more relaxed now? Do this a couple of times each day, and you’ll be amazed at how much better you feel.





5: Only got five minutes?



Every breath that you take


It may surprise you to know that the way you breathe is directly connected to how relaxed or tense you feel. A tense or stressful situation tends to make you breathe a little faster. Not noticeably, just a few extra breaths every minute. But these extra breaths are enough to make changes to the delicate balance of our bodies, upsetting the proportions of oxygen and carbon dioxide in your blood, making you feel a little jumpy or short-tempered. You can even feel light-headed, unreal, tingly, panicky or lacking in concentration. It can be hard to make decisions or to remember names and numbers, even familiar ones like your own telephone number and address. And that can be so embarrassing. And of course all of this will simply add even more to your tension.


Feeling tense also makes it more likely that you’ll be breathing mainly with your upper chest, as a hand placed there for a few moments will quickly reveal. Breathing from the abdomen, or tummy area, is actually the most relaxed and effective way to breathe. Look at a sleeping baby or toddler, or a sleeping animal, and you’ll see relaxed tummy breathing in action. All tummy movement and very little chest movement.


All the odd sensations brought about by breathing too fast will only make a tense situation even worse, as you feel powerless to do anything about it, and feel even less well equipped to cope with the situation. It can even make you more likely to lose your temper and be aggressive or sarcastic. You can begin to doubt your own abilities. Something of a downward spiral, which we can all fall into, without even noticing it.


To make things better, and climb back out of the spiral, you have to reverse the process which made you feel and react like this. Relaxation can put things right again with your breathing.





Try this


You can do this anytime, and it will make you feel more relaxed. You don’t have to be in a tense or stressful situation to do this though. In fact, it’s much the best thing to learn how to do this when you’re already fairly relaxed.




Here’s what to do. Take a long and gentle breath in to your own slow silent count of one, two, three, and then whenever you feel ready, gently sigh out the breath to your own slow and silent count of one, two, three.


Do this for at least four or five complete breath cycles – more if you have time.





If you can repeat this at least three times a day, you’ll break into the downward spiral that over-breathing, or ‘hyperventilating’, can produce, and you’ll find you’ll gradually begin breathing more slowly, and more with your abdomen. And you’ll feel much, much better too.





10: Only got ten minutes?



Something for everyone – the choice is yours


Being able to relax whenever you want is a most amazing skill to have. And it couldn’t be easier, and more straightforward to learn. Nothing complicated. Nothing strenuous, energetic or difficult. You don’t need a good memory, or to wear special clothing. There’s no need to be very fit, though it’s always a good idea to be as fit as you can be for general health reasons. You can practise and use relaxation absolutely anywhere, anytime. It needn’t take up hours of your time – unless you want it to. You can learn a few basic skills in minutes, and then use these for a lifetime. Relaxing completely for just ten minutes a day can transform your life. And you can build from there, learning as much as you want, and spending as much time on it as you choose. The art of relaxation is a very broad school, with something there for everyone. Best of all it’s fun, undemanding, and enjoyable to learn.


Being able to relax regularly has so many benefits too. You’ll feel calmer, and more together, and you’ll have a feeling of peace and contentment that you may have forgotten was possible. It’s a marvellous cushion from stress, and can bring you an inner glow, as well as a feeling of being more in control of your life. The hurly burly and breakneck speed that was your life can be replaced by a slower and more predictable pace. You can have more energy, be able to concentrate, and start to plan and make decisions again. You can even pass on what you learn to those you care about, if they need to chill out more. There are no side effects and, best of all, being relaxed just feels really good. A fantastic feeling of stillness and inner harmony that’s hard to describe, without experiencing it for yourself.


There are lots of ways to relax, with an almost limitless choice at your fingertips. There’s no one size fits all about relaxation. Choose what suits you. Better still, choose what works best for you. Choose a way of relaxing which brings you enjoyment and calmness, and fits in with your lifestyle. That way you’ll find it will all happen without your having to try too hard. That’s the very best way to learn to relax.


There are lots and lots of simple and quickly learned methods, which you can use straight away. Basic breathing skills can be learned and used within minutes. Or there are more complex techniques which you can become skilled at gradually over weeks, months, or even years, like t’ai chi or meditation. Then you can choose between the traditional and the alternative, or there’s even the high tech if that’s your preference. Many people find themselves using a mixture of all of these. You can ‘do-it for yourself’ using music, meditation, breathing, or a wide range of straightforward practical methods, or enlist the assistance of a therapist and have an aromatherapy massage, acupuncture or reiki session. The beauty of it is that you can try any or all of these to see what works for you. And it’s best not to prejudge anything in the art of relaxation. You can never tell what might do it for you. You might just surprise yourself.


You can also choose to work on your whole body and mind, or focus on just one area: your body, your mind, shoulders, face, back, neck muscles, head, whatever. Perhaps you just want to know how to deal with panic attacks, anger or anxiety. Many people would like to learn how to relax better in particular situations like exams, meetings, or coping with a difficult line manager or other colleague. For others, all they need is help getting off to a good night’s sleep.


So, there truly is something for everyone in learning how to relax. You are spoilt for choice. But there may be just one more thing you’re going to have to do to make a proper start. You may still have to allow yourself the time and the space in your life to learn, and to use this new skill. You may need to make your quality of life a priority, and find time just for you, and only you. That’s not selfish. Because doing this will make you a stronger, healthier, happier and more reliable person. And this will not only have countless benefits for you, but also for those you come into contact with, every single day.


Take a few minutes now and try these simple techniques.





For your face and forehead


Take the second and third fingers of each hand and rest them gently on your temples. Now, with eyes closed, lightly massage this area with slow, small circular movements.


For your whole body


Make a tight fist with both hands, curl your toes up really tight, hunch up your shoulders, press your lips together hard … and hold all of that tightly for about ten seconds. Then … release all of that tension completely, and let it all go. Allow the resulting feeling of relaxation to spread through your whole body.





There is so much you can do to bring calmness and well-being to your entire body and mind. It’s just about knowing how.





1


Relaxation – a skill with a long history


In this chapter you will learn:




	
about the benefits of relaxation



	
the many uses of relaxation



	
easy and quick ways to relax



	
about the early beginnings of relaxation.






 


As long as you live, keep learning how to live.


Seneca, Roman dramatist, poet and statesman (circa 4 BC–65 AD)


Learning is an intrinsic and natural part of life. It is as old as life itself. From the instant of our birth, we are active learners, hungry for knowledge, and motivated to understand what goes on around us. We automatically strive to make sense of the jumble of information reaching our brand new and very acute senses. We learn so much without even noticing we are doing it. Learning new things is part of what makes us human; humanity has always had a drive to learn.


The Teach Yourself series of books provides a forum for learning a wide variety of new skills, or acquiring new knowledge and understanding of a huge array of topics. In this book, you will be able to teach yourself how to relax, and be able to pass on this information to family and friends, should you want to. Learning to relax is not something new. Although it may seem to be something we associate with today’s rapid pace of life, and the stresses and strains of twenty-first century living, the art of relaxation has a very long history, and these skills can be found stretching back many centuries, and to many diverse parts of the world. The journey through life has clearly never been an easy one.


For example, the organized practice of meditation is thought to go back at least 5,000 years to its development in India. It is even thought that meditation may have developed as long ago as when early humans stared into the flames of their fires for long periods of time, and fell into a state of relaxation. Acupuncture originated in China, some 5,000 years ago. The practice of t’ai chi (pronounced ‘ty chee’) originated in China and has been in use there for many centuries. It involves slow, rhythmic movements of the body, which are believed to help calm the mind and relax the muscles and nervous system.


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.





Research, evidence and statistics


A four-year research study funded by the NHS in the 1990s showed that patients who were attending their GP because they were stressed had found that regular relaxation had the most effect in reducing their tension and stress.





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.






Apart from these holistic effects, being able to relax can also help you to deal much more effectively and successfully with all sorts of situations that may arise in everyday life. Here are some examples:




	
exams or tests



	
interviews



	
making a presentation



	
making a complaint



	
if you are angry or frustrated



	
if someone else is angry with you



	
your driving test



	
at the dentist



	
when you can’t sleep



	
an argument or difference of opinion



	
being criticized, fairly or unfairly



	
taking something back to a shop



	
if you feel panicky or nervous



	
at work in general



	
appraisals at work



	
being a parent



	
being a carer.






 


Relaxation can have beneficial effects on immune and psychological well-being.


Dr Janice Kiecolt-Glaser, Professor of Psychology and Psychiatry, Ohio State University (1999)


YOUR RELATIONSHIPS


In your relationships, an ability to stay calm and unruffled means that you can deal more effectively with whatever life throws up for you. 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.





Insight


Life, family and friends are special and wonderful gifts.


It seems to me that learning how to relax will help you to make so much more of these, and even to be able to help a friend in need.





Try this – 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.






 


Relaxation techniques are often taught in antenatal classes. Being able to relax during labour helps conserve energy, reduce pain and maximize the oxygen supply to the baby.


 


National Childbirth Trust


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).






 


A good relaxation technique is a weapon that you always carry with you, to help you deal with any situation as it arises. Make relaxation a regular part of your daily routine. There are so many relaxation techniques, from deep breathing and visualization to meditation and self-hypnosis. Find one that works for you.


International Stress Management Association (ISMA) UK, 2008





Insight


It may surprise you to know that a good place to start when you want to relax, is with the sounds we make – if you can speak more softly, breathe more gently and walk more quietly, you’ll find that you’re well on the way to feeling more at ease with yourself.






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 are only using 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.





Try this – 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.









Insight


This is a very busy world, and it’s easy to lose sight of where you’re actually going. When you relax, it’s as if the world is standing still to give you a chance to think.





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.



	
If you are very tense, this kind of approach may not work.



	
Arousal and tension often occur while you are doing something else, such as in the workplace, or out socially.



	
You may not be able to find an everyday activity which relaxes you.



	
Most of these activities are very time-consuming.









Insight


Feeling relaxed and at ease is a very enjoyable feeling. Learning how to relax is also an enjoyable experience. That sounds to me like a win, win situation.





 





Research, evidence and statistics


In 1996, a team from Boston College School of Nursing, Massachusetts, USA (Mandle, Jacobs, Arcari and Domar), reported the findings of their review of 37 separate studies looking at the effectiveness of relaxation for adults. The results consistently suggest the effectiveness of relaxation in reducing hypertension, insomnia, anxiety, pain and medication use.





Relaxation techniques


Simple and non-strenuous relaxation techniques are a convenient alternative. This idea dates back to 1938 in Chicago, when Dr Edmund Jacobson introduced ‘progressive relaxation’, which is effective even for severe tension. He and his colleagues had noticed that their patients’ knee-jerk reaction was stronger the more tense the patient was. Jacobson went on to develop a method which demonstrated that if a muscle is first tensed, it will then automatically relax. Regular practice was required to acquire this skill. His patients would progressively tense then relax each muscle group in turn, until their whole body was relaxed and arousal reduced.


Since then, methods of relaxing without first tensing the muscles have been developed, including techniques to relax the mind as well as the body. With practice, these techniques can be used quickly and effectively in almost any situation. If you are at work, you can use the shorter techniques at lunchtime, or during coffee breaks, or even while doing your job, with longer sessions saved for later on at home.


‘Biofeedback’ devices have also been introduced which involve giving some sort of ‘feedback’ on your tension and arousal level in the form of sound or a light display. This lets you know immediately that what you are doing is relaxing you, so this encourages you to continue and the process of relaxation will continue. Many people particularly enjoy this method, and enjoy watching the pointer fall or the sound level reduce on the particular equipment they are using. These devices are available from specialist suppliers at varying cost, some relatively inexpensive. Various computerized versions are also now available, though these tend to be more expensive. More about this in a later chapter.


With practice, many of these techniques can achieve relaxation in as little as a few minutes, or seconds. This book will allow you to try out a range of these relaxation techniques, to find the one which is most practical, enjoyable and effective for you. Whichever you choose, it should be used regularly, at first to acquire the skill, then to cushion the effects of tension by reducing and discouraging arousal.


HOW OFTEN SHOULD YOU RELAX?


There are no set rules or guidelines on this. It all depends on what your starting point is, why you are doing it, what method you are using and what you want to get out of it. There are many techniques described in this book, and each will give some idea of how often and when to use it. But to give an idea, here are some examples:




	
Jack enjoys life, and goes to a t’ai chi class for two hours every week, because he enjoys it and finds it peaceful.



	
Debra finds her work a bit stressful sometimes, so she has a long relaxation session one evening a week, followed by a lazy bath.



	
Denise has young children and feels tense all the time, so she has bought a relaxation DVD and follows the programme for ten minutes every evening when the children are in bed.



	
Joe just enjoys chilling out as it makes him feel good, and gives him more energy, so he uses a relaxation technique for about 15 minutes before dinner most nights.



	
Pauline is very stressed at work, and uses quick ways of relaxing using her breathing, several times a day. She also goes to a yoga class every Tuesday evening.



	
Lee has no particular problems with tension or stress, but just wants to be as relaxed as he can be, so he uses computer programmes specially designed for this, two or three times a week.









Insight


As evening approaches, make it a habit to think about the positive things which have happened to you that day. They needn’t be big, little things will do. I find this brings me renewed strength, added energy and a warm feeling inside.





ONE CHANGE AT A TIME


You should find lots which will appeal to you in this book. And by all means give everything a try, to see how effective it is. Everyone is different. It’s not one size fits all when it comes to relaxation. But it is advisable not to make too many changes all at once. Only make one change at a time if you want it to last. Only build one new skill in to your life at a time. There’s not only you who will be aware of changes, there are those around you too. Trying to change too much all at once is itself going to add to tension and stress so, like learning anything new, it’s best to take one careful step at a time, make sure you have learned and established that, and then move on to the next. You will get there more quickly and more surely in the end.





KEY POINTS


Look back over this chapter and choose the FOUR pieces of information you found to be most interesting or helpful. Write these here, or go back and underline or highlight them in some way.




	
...................................................................................



	
...................................................................................



	
...................................................................................



	
...................................................................................






Look back over this chapter and choose the FOUR practical suggestions you found to be most useful. Write these here, or go back and underline or highlight them in some way.




	
...................................................................................



	
...................................................................................



	
...................................................................................



	
...................................................................................






Which TWO techniques or suggestions from this chapter would you like to try out straight away?


Write these here, or go back and underline or highlight them in some way.




	
...................................................................................



	
...................................................................................






Which FOUR techniques or suggestions from this chapter would you like to work towards using regularly?


Write these here, or go back and underline or highlight them in some way.




	
...................................................................................



	
...................................................................................



	
...................................................................................



	
...................................................................................
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Relaxation, stress and tension explained


In this chapter you will learn:




	
about tension, relaxation and stress – what they are and how they are linked



	
what panic is and how to deal with it



	
easy and quick ways to relax



	
what happens to your ‘brainwaves’ when you relax.






What is relaxation?


Complete relaxation could be thought of as a state of deep and complete rest and calm, when your entire mind and body are completely in balance, and completely at ease. The more you relax, the more your muscles release tension, and your organs slow down. Blood flow to the brain increases. As the muscles relax, the brain even releases the body’s own natural opiates, called endorphins. These are pain-relieving hormones that are related to synthetic opiates like morphine. Endorphins can be released by any number of stimuli, including laughter and exercise. That release is at the heart of relaxation techniques and the relaxation response, and is why relaxation feels good.


When the relaxation response is activated:




	
the body prepares for rest



	
blood pressure decreases or stabilizes



	
muscle tension decreases



	
pupils get smaller



	
air passages narrow



	
blood flow to muscles decreases



	
blood flow to extremities increases



	
bladder muscles and tubes relax



	
perspiration decreases



	
pulse rate decreases



	
saliva flow increases



	
stomach and digestion activity increases



	
brain relaxes



	
metabolic rate decreases



	
breathing rate decreases



	
breathing becomes less shallow



	
blood glucose and fats normalize



	
lactic acid levels decrease



	
anxiety levels decrease.
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