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Combating stress and promoting relaxation (1)
Adapted from the excellent resources (- there’s lots more!) at http://www.helpguide.org/mental/stress_relief_meditation_yoga_relaxation.htm
· What is stress?
Whether we like it or not, stress is an essential part of life. If you didn’t feel stress, you would not thrive. It is a survival mechanism. We need stress to face life’s challenges, but also for creativity and learning. Stress is our inbuilt performance-enhancing drug. It only becomes a problem when it is overwhelming. The key to avoiding being overwhelmed is learning to be aware of stress and how to manage it. 

Stress may come either from our internal or our external environment, in other words from our emotions or experiences. Emotions or experiences that cause stress are those that we perceive as threatening, frightening, or uncomfortable. The effects of stress are felt in the whole body and mind, led by our nervous system. 
Traumatic situations such as an assault or a road accident are obviously stressful. But what about the relentless stress caused by daily challenges in the workplace or in a relationship, for example? In fact this can be more damaging, slowly wearing down your defences whether or not you even realize it’s a problem.

What does stress do to the body? Blood pressure rises, our heart pumps faster, and our muscles constrict. When stressed, our bodies work extra hard, and our immune system is suppressed. In this everyone is the same. Other responses to stress differ according to the individual: some become agitated and/or angry, others seem to withdraw or become distant, and others suddenly freeze, and seem incapable of decisions or action.

So stress cannot be avoided, but its negative effects can be counteracted effectively by learning how to evoke the relaxation response, a state of deep calm that is opposite of the stress response. The stress response prepares our body for “fight or flight”, i.e. to cope with emergencies, but if we become unable to switch it off completely, it impairs other essential functions (such as digestion and immune function), and ultimately wears our body down. The relaxation response brings our bodies back into balance, slowing your heart rate, reducing blood pressure, allowing deeper breathing, relaxing muscles and reducing stress hormones. 

In addition to having calming physical effects, research shows that the relaxation response also enhances energy and focus, helps combat illness, relieves aches and pains and promotes alertness, good digestion and general wellbeing. And anyone can learn to do it!
· Learning and practising relaxation
There are various techniques that can help you achieve the relaxation response. Yoga, tai chi, meditation and visualization all have stress-relieving benefits that are well known. But there are other, simple techniques that do not require special training. These include deep breathing, progressive muscle relaxation, and self-massage. All of these can be easily learned, but like any skill, regular practice will help you improve and harness their benefits to the full. However, even if you can only manage 10-15 minutes, or short bursts a few times a day, this will make profound changes in your ability to cope with stress. 
Incorporate relaxation techniques into your daily routine – this is the best way to get started and make your practice regular. Schedule a set time each day, or attach your practice to particular routines, such as taking a few minutes to do some deep breathing or a mini-meditation over a cup of tea. There is no “right” relaxation technique – whatever works best for you and fits best with your lifestyle and activities is fine. 

· Six simple techniques to try

TECHNIQUE 1 – deep breathing
Deep breathing is a simple, yet powerful, relaxation technique. It’s easy to learn, can be practiced almost anywhere, and provides a quick way to keep your stress levels in check. Deep breathing is the cornerstone of many other relaxation practices, too, and can be combined with other relaxing elements such as aromatherapy and music. All you really need is a few minutes and a place to stretch out.

The key is to breathe deeply from the abdomen, getting as much fresh air as possible in your lungs. When you take deep breaths from the abdomen, rather than shallow breaths from your upper chest, you inhale more oxygen. The more oxygen you get, the less tense, short of breath, and anxious you feel. So the next time you feel stressed, take a minute to slow down and breathe deeply:

· Sit comfortably with a straight back. Put one hand on your chest and the other on your stomach. 

· Breathe in through your nose. The hand on your stomach should rise. The hand on your chest should move very little. 

· Exhale through your mouth, pushing out as much air as you can while contracting your abdominal muscles. The hand on your stomach should move in as you exhale, but your other hand should move very little. 

· Continue to breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth. Try to inhale enough so that your lower abdomen rises and falls. Count slowly as you exhale. 

If you find it difficult to breath from your abdomen while sitting, try lying on the floor. Put a small book on your stomach and try to breathe so that the book rises as you inhale and falls as you exhale. (Children can learn and benefit from this technique too. For younger children use a soft toy instead of a book and they will get the idea really quickly.)
TECHNIQUE 2 – self-massage 
	Head tension relief 
	Place thumbs behind ears and spread fingers out on top of head. Gently move scalp back and forth by massaging in small circular movements using fingertips for a few seconds.

	Eye tension relief
	Close eyes, place middle or ring fingers directly under eyebrows close to bridge of nose. Gently increase pressure for 5-10 seconds, then release. Repeat 2-3 times.

	Sinus relief 
	Place fingertips on either side of bridge of nose. Slowly slide fingers down nose and across top of cheekbones to outer edge of eyes.

	Shoulder tension relief 
	Using one arm, reach across front of body to opposite shoulder. Again using a circular motion, press firmly on muscle above shoulder blade. Repeat on other side.


	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	


TECHNIQUE 3 – use your senses
Engage one or more of your senses. Sensory input draws on your senses – sight, sound, taste, smell, touch and movement – to quickly calm and energize you. Experiment to find what works best for you. Just as everyone learns in a different way (responding better to visual or auditory stimuli for example), so too will you relax more quickly if you find which of your senses gives you the most effective “switch”, and helps you feel grounded and calm. Trying listening to music (not just in the background), drawing/painting, learning some dance steps, yoga, or another new skill. Or, try a mini-meditation...
Example : 3-minute tea-meditation: 
Make a cup of your favourite tea or herbal infusion. Take the mug in your hand and sit down somewhere you will be able to take a few minutes to yourself. Try to spend these few minutes focusing your attention on the tea and nothing else. If your mind wanders just bring it back gently to focus on the tea, without giving yourself a hard time! Here are some ideas to get you started: 

First feel the warmth of the cup and all the sensations in your hands, the steam on your face, the scents and aromas. Does the scent remind you of any experiences, emotions from the past? How does it make you feel? Is it sharp, soft, deep, fresh? Find words to describe it. Does the aroma change as you hold it and think about it? Take a sip and hold it in your mouth, savouring the taste. How does it differ from the aromas? Where do you feel it in your mouth? How does the sensation change in different parts of your mouth – your lips, tongue, palate? When you swallow it, where does it go? Are you aware of how it feels in your throat, your oesophagus? Does it warm you? Does it affect the sensations you have in other parts of your body? .... When it feels right to you, gently open up your awareness again to the rest of the room and the rest of the day ahead. 

Spend 3 minutes doing this (or more if you like) at least once a day, and you will be teaching yourself a useful life skill: the art of focusing attention is key to the art of finding calm – as well as being useful in other areas of life, enhancing memory, and improving learning and concentration.
TECHNIQUE 5 – laugh
Laughter is medicine. It is a powerful antidote to stress, pain, and conflict. Nothing works faster or more dependably to bring your mind and body back into balance than a good laugh. Humour lightens your burdens, inspires hopes, connects you to others, and keeps you grounded, focused, and alert. With so much power to heal and renew, the ability to laugh easily and frequently is a tremendous resource for surmounting problems, enhancing your relationships, and supporting both physical and emotional health. Even just a smile boosts emotional health and mental wellbeing. Humour dissolves distressing emotions, helps you relax and recharge, shifts your perspective, allowing you to see situations in a more realistic, less threatening light.
· Laughter relaxes the whole body. A good, hearty laugh relieves physical tension and stress, leaving your muscles relaxed for up to 45 minutes after.

· Laughter boosts the immune system. Laughter decreases stress hormones and increases immune cells and infection-fighting antibodies, thus improving your resistance to disease.

· Laughter triggers the release of endorphins, the body’s natural feel-good chemicals. Endorphins promote an overall sense of well-being and can even temporarily relieve pain.

· Laughter protects the heart. Laughter improves the function of blood vessels and increases blood flow, which can help protect you against a heart attack and other cardiovascular problems.

TECHNIQUE 6 - talk to someone who listens
Talking about your stress with a calm and balanced listener will make you feel better instantly. Although it’s not always realistic to have a pal close by to lean on, building and maintaining a friendship network is ultimately good for your mental health. Between quick stress relief techniques and good listeners, you’ll have all your bases covered.

See Stress and relaxation Part 2 for more ideas...
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