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Stressed out? Join the crowd — the crowd that’s learning to relax, that is.

There are various relaxation techniques. Some can be done at a desk or workstation in as little as 30 seconds. For example, muscle relaxation and breathing exercises can be done on a production line or while quietly typing.

Other relaxation techniques, such as visualization exercises and meditation, are best performed in a quiet place with one’s mind fully focused on the exercise.

These exercises aren’t hard. Some, such as meditation, may take a little practice to achieve the greatest benefit from them, but any of the techniques described here can be performed easily and safely by just about anyone.

So, read about and try these exercises now and use them whenever you start to feel stress that’s uncomfortable. Remember, some stress is good. The right amount of stress can spur a person to do better work, perform a difficult task or reach an important, worthwhile goal. But when we feel too much stress and don’t get relief from it, we tend to release the stress in damaging behaviors, such as aggression, violence, depression, abusing alcohol or other drugs, and sexual preoccupation. When we notice these behaviors, it’s time to “get a grip.”

These exercises will help you control your stress level so that it works for you.

Meditation

People in some parts of the world have practiced meditation as a religious exercise for hundreds of years. But researchers have only recently documented the health and relaxation benefits of meditation. Time and again studies have shown that people who meditate enjoy better physical and emotional health. In one company, workers who were taught to meditate had better attendance and productivity than workers who didn’t meditate.

Meditation Basics

To begin your meditation routine, do the following:

· Find a quiet space or room.

· Sit with your back as straight as possible, either in a chair or on the floor (with or without a cushion, if you choose to sit on the floor). If sitting in a chair, place your feet flat on the floor. If sitting on the floor, fold your legs, one over the other.

· Hold your hands in a comfortable position. You may choose to rest them palms up on your knees or thighs.

· Look at a spot or object in front of you, or close your eyes, whichever is more comfortable.

· Keep your lips gently closed and your jaw relaxed.

· Breathe deeply through your nose. When you inhale, your abdomen should expand. When you exhale, pull your stomach in.

· Free your mind of all thought. To do this, give your complete concentration over to a single word or phrase such as “relax,” “one” or “love.” You might also try a four-step breathing exercise. First, inhale while counting to five. Next, hold your breath, counting to five. Then, exhale, counting to five. Finally, count to five before you inhale and begin the process over again. This is called “squared breathing.”

Those who practice meditation do it daily, sometimes two or more times, between 10 and 20 minutes each time. Give your meditation routine time to take hold as a habit. It takes practice to clear your mind.

Other Relaxation Exercises

Progressive Muscle Relaxation 
This technique involves alternately relaxing and tensing your muscles. Begin by clenching your fists, then relaxing them. Do this two or three times. Then, bend your right hand back as far as possible and maintain this position for 5 to 7 seconds. Notice the strain in your palm and wrist. Then, relax your hand, and feel the difference. Do this two or three times. Then, slowly tense and relax each set of muscles in your body — your neck, shoulders and pectorals, buttocks, thighs and lower legs — and concentrate on the feeling of relaxation as you go. You may eventually be able to relax just by recalling the feeling of relaxing your muscles after straining them.

Regular Exercise
Exercise may be the most natural yet most overlooked relaxation technique. With your doctor’s OK, start an exercise program that’s suited to your age and physical health. Exercise releases tension and calms the mind. It also aids in the manufacture and release of brain chemicals that naturally elevate your mood and aid relaxation.

The Neck Arch 
Bring your right arm up over your head and grasp your neck just below your left ear. Then slowly and gently roll your head to your left shoulder and hold for a moment. Repeat with your left arm.

The Clasp 
With your chin to your chest, clasp the fingers of both hands together behind your head with your elbows outstretched. Hold this position for about 30 seconds, then slowly bring your head up until you’re looking at the ceiling while gently pulling down with your hands. The neck arch and this technique work because the neck is often the first place you feel stress. Applying gentle pressure to the neck muscles while stretching them is the same as giving yourself a relaxing massage.

The “Darth Vader Breath”
Breathe deeply as though you are trying to fog up a mirror in the back of your throat. Exhale as though you are trying to fog up a mirror in front of you. As you breathe, keep your shoulders down and fill your stomach like a balloon. This gives off a sound much like the one made by the Star Wars villain, Darth Vader. The sound helps in another way by giving you something upon which to concentrate.

The “Favorite Room” Visualization Exercise
This exercise requires that you first get comfortable, then close your eyes and imagine your favorite room. Maybe it was the room you had as a child or another room in your house or at your grandparents’ home. You don’t have to picture an actual room, either; you can create this room and place within it all of your favorite things. Spend some time walking around your room, picking up objects that you see, enjoying being in this room. This technique works because the room you picture calms and comforts you, which is what you need to conquer stress. Vary this technique by visualizing yourself doing what you like to do most of all, such as skiing, painting or hiking.

Self-Suggestion 
For this exercise, sit in a comfortable chair or lie down with your arms at your sides. With your eyes closed, tell yourself, “I’m relaxing. My right arm is becoming heavy and feeling relaxed.” Focus on your arm relaxing. Repeat this process with each part of your body until all of your body is in a relaxed state.

Alcohol and Other Drugs: The Relaxation Myth

Many people turn to alcohol or other drug use, believing it will help them relax. Nothing could be further from the truth, for several reasons. Alcohol or other drugs may cover up stressful feelings in the short term, but these feelings or the situations that led to them still have to be dealt with or resolved. 

Also, alcohol and other drugs tend to disrupt the normal sleep cycle. Your body needs a relatively consistent sleep schedule. If disrupted, it could be days before you get back to a normal schedule, and that may only add to your stress.
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Need help relaxing?

If you still find it hard to relax, take the next step. Just talking about your problems sometimes leads to new solutions. If you or someone you know needs information, guidance or help, your employee assistance program or look in the yellow pages for local professionals who can help.
13167.3

