
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Stress & Relaxation 

Stress is normal and our bodies are designed to deal with stress and do it automatically.  

Our bodies tell us about stress by making us uncomfortable.  

 

The stress response (or fight or flight response) is a highly adaptive physical response, which has evolved 

to help protect us from danger. When you are under stress in the modern world, (e.g. deadlines, financial 

worries) your body still reacts in the same way. 
 

The relaxation response is the opposite of the stress response; it’s the process of reversing the stress 

response to relax the body. It slows down our breathing, reduces our heartbeat, lowers muscle tension, 

helps slows down difficult thoughts and feelings. 

In order to get the most from relaxation techniques they should be practiced regularly (e.g. 2-3 times a 

week or more).  

Learning a relaxation technique requires patience, everyone learns at different speeds. 

Useful Guidelines for Relaxation 

- Be Patient 

- Practice 

- Set Time Aside 

- Find a Warm, Quiet, Comfortable Place 

- Don’t Expect Immediate Results 
 

Small Ways to Relax:  

- Spend time with people you like 

- Do something you enjoy every day (even if it’s something small) 

- Keep a sense of humour 

- Colouring, jigsaws, drawing etc.  

- Pause and take a few simple gentle breaths. 
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Relaxation Methods 

Guided Visualisation 

Close your eyes and bring yourself to a calm, quiet place in your mind. Just stay here and relax for a few 

moments. Breathe deeply and comfortably and notice the sound of your breath. 

Just listen as the air moves in and out.  It is a quiet and beautiful sound. 

Now imagine transporting yourself magically to your favourite spot on a beach. 

You can choose your favourite beach. Or if you’ve never been to a beach, just imagine what you think it 

would be like. 

Picture yourself there now. On the beach you feel the lapping of the warm waves against your toes. Dig 

your toes deeply into the cool wet sand. The sun shines brightly and gently warms your skin.  

Now you’ll slowly walk down toward the water. Feel the rhythm of the calm waves flow over the sand. 

Notice how your breathing becomes calm and even. Inhaling and exhaling slowly and calmly. Paying 

attention now, you slow down your breathing even further and allow your muscles to relax. 

Slowly and easily your body relaxes more and more, releasing tension or frustration, releasing any worries 

or doubts you have.  

Your body is now relaxed; your mind is relaxed now too. You can empty your mind of all worries or 

thoughts that have been bothering you. Just enjoy this moment you have now. 

Right now, only this matters, just relaxing and enjoying this moment. Breathe in deeply and allow the 

relaxation to flow to any part of your body that needs it. 

Take in a nice, deep breath again and bring your attention back to where you are along with all the calm, 

peaceful feelings of relaxation and rest.  

 

Square Breathing 

Find a quiet place in which you can sit for a few minutes without being distracted and close your eyes. 

Close your mouth and breathe in slowly through your nose. Count to four as you inhale. Hold your breath 

for four seconds. You are not trying to deprive your body of oxygen, but need to allow a few seconds for 

the air to fill your lungs. Concentrate on your belly and notice how it also moves when you inhale deeply. 

Open your mouth slightly and slowly exhale to a count of four. Hold the exhale to another count of four. 

Repeat this for as long as you need.  

 

- Breathe in to a count of 4 

- Hold for a count of 4 

- Breathe out to a count of 4 

- Pause for a count of 4 

- Repeat 



 

Diaphragmatic Breathing 

Diaphragmatic breathing reduces stress, increases the oxygen to your muscles, and has a general calming 

effect. The technique teaches you how to breathe deeply from your diaphragm and use the full capacity of 

your lungs, rather than breathing from your chest.   

Find a comfortable lying or seated position. If you feel comfortable to do so, close your eyes. Try to relax 

your body but don’t slouch. Place one hand on your upper rib cage and the other hand just below your rib 

cage. 

Bring your attention to your breath. Breathe in slowly through your nose so that your stomach moves out 

against your lower hand. The hand on your chest/upper rib cage should remain as still as possible. As you 

breathe out feel your stomach fall.  

When you breathe in your stomach should expand, raising your hand that is resting on it. As you breathe 

out this hand should fall with your stomach.  

Repeat this for as long as you like, at least 3 minutes if possible.  

 

Mindfulness Exercises 

Mindfulness is a form of meditation that involves making a special effort to notice what is happening in the 

mind, body and surroundings at the present moment. 

Mindfulness of Breath 

Find a place where you can sit or lie quietly and undisturbed for a few moments. 

Begin bringing you attention to the current moment by noticing your breathing. Pay attention to your breath 

entering and leaving your body. Your mind will likely begin to wander, pulling you out of the present 

moment. That’s ok. Notice the thoughts and feelings as if you an outsider who is just observing what is 

happening in your brain. Take note of this and then return to focusing on your breathing.  

You may feel frustrated or bored. This is ok, just notice these thoughts and feelings and return to your 

breathing. You may start to worry or think about different things, notice where your thoughts are going, 

accept what is happening and return your focus to your breathing. 

Continue this process initially for 3 minutes at a time. If 3 minutes is too difficult to start with, try working 

upwards from 1 minute.  

 

Body Scan 

During this exercise you will pay close attention to physical sensations throughout your body. The goal is not 

to change or relax your body, but instead notice and become aware of it. This exercise is done slowly. 

Begin by paying attention to the sensations in your feet. Notice any sensations such as, warm, cold, pressure, 

pain, the feeling of socks on the skin.  

Slowly move up your body to your calves, thighs, pelvis, stomach, chest, shoulders, arms, hands, fingers, 

neck and finally your head. Spend time on each of these body parts, just noticing the sensations at each of 

them. 

After you travel up your body, begin to work your way back down slowly, until you reach your feet. 

Remember to move slowly, just pay attention and allow thoughts to come and go.  

 


