
Progressive Muscle Relaxation Training 

 
 
Introduction 
 

Progressive muscle relaxation is a technique that can help you achieve a deep 
state of relaxation.  It is based on tensing a muscle for a few seconds and 
then relaxing it.  A simple way to see the benefits of this exercise are to tighten 
you hand into a fist and squeeze. Hold this fist for 7 seconds and then slowly 
release the fist and relax your hand. By doing this, you will gain a quick 
understanding between the tense state of the clinched fist and the relaxed state 
of the open hand. 
 
The body responds to anxiety-provoking thoughts and events with muscle 
tension.  This tension increases the sense of anxiety.  Muscle relaxation reduces 
the tension and blocks the anxiety cycle.   
 
This exercise is capable of relieving a variety of conditions such as anxiety, 
tension headaches, backaches, tightness in the jaw, tightness around the eyes, 
muscle spasms, high blood pressure, insomnia, racing thoughts, phobias, panic 
attacks, problems with concentration, lack of self-control, low self-esteem, 
fatigue, depression, irritable bowel, and stuttering.   
 
The effects of the exercise are generalized to other areas of your life.  Regular 
practice of progressive muscle relaxation once a day will produce significant 
reduction in your overall level of stress and anxiety.  You will learn to identify 
what tension and relaxation feel like. 
 
Mastery of the technique usually occurs within two weeks, if practiced twice a 
day, for 20 minutes each session.  With continual practice and combining muscle 
groups you will learn to achieve muscle relaxation in briefer periods of time –ideal 
for those times when you are in a stressful encounter and have limited time to 
relax. 
 
Learning the Technique 
   

1. To learn the technique, practice at least 20 minutes per day (two 20 
minutes sessions per day is better) for at least two weeks.   

2. Exercise in a quiet location where you won’t be distracted.  You may want 
to use a fan to block out background noise.  Turn off the phone so you 
won’t be disturbed if it rings.   

3. Try to practice at the same time each day.  Before meals works better 
than after you have eaten—otherwise you may go to sleep.   

4. Your body should be supported.  Lying on a sofa or bed or in a reclining 
chair is good way to support your body while relaxing. Put you hands to 
your side or in your lap if you are sitting up.   If you are sleepy, sitting up is 
better—since the goal is not to go to sleep.   
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5. Wear loose clothing; take off shoes, eyeglasses, watch, jewelry, and so 
on.   

6. Make a decision before you begin to not worry or work on problems during 
the exercise.   

7. Closing your eyes during the exercise will help you concentrate.  
 
These exercises involve tensing and relaxing, in order, 16 muscle groups of the 
body.  You will tense each muscle group hard, but not strained, for 7 seconds 
and then suddenly relax the muscles for 20 seconds.   
 
Notice the contrast between the relaxed state and the tense state of the muscles, 
before going on to the next muscle group.  You may want to say to yourself 
“relax” or use a mantra such as “one,” “home,” “calm,” or “ocean” while you allow 
the tension to flow away.   
 
Tense and relax each muscle group once. However, if a muscle group feels 
especially tight, you can tense and relax it two or three times.  It is also helpful to 
inhale slowly when you tense your muscles and exhale slowly when you relax. 
 
Mastering the Process 

 
1. Begin by taking a deep breath.  Inhale slowly for a count of 5 or 7. Hold 

for a count of 5 or 7.  Exhale slowly for a count of 5 or 7.  As you exhale, 
imagine that tension throughout your body beginning to flow away.  
Repeat 2 times. 

2. Now tighten the muscles in your hands by making a fist. Hold for a count 

of 7 and then release for a count of 20.   
3. Now tighten your biceps by drawing your forearms up toward your 

shoulders.  Hold for a count of 7 and then relax for a count of 20. 
4. Now tighten your triceps by extending your arms out straight and locking 

your elbows.  Hold for a count of 7 and then relax for a count of 20. 
5. Now tense the muscles in your forehead by raising your eyebrows as far 

as you can. Hold for a count of 7 and then relax for a count of 20. Imaging 
your forehead muscles becoming smooth and limp as they relax. 

6. Now tense the muscles around your eyes by clenching your eyelids tightly 
shut.  Hold for a count of 7 and then relax for a count of 20.  Imagine 
sensations of deep relaxation spreading all around the area of your eyes. 

7. Now tighten your jaws by opening your mouth widely stretching the 

muscles around the hinges of your jaw.  Hold for a count of 7 and then 
relax for a count of 20. Let your lips part and allow you jaw to hang loose. 

8. Now tighten the muscles in the back of your neck by gently pulling you 
head way back. Hold for a count of 7 and then relax for a count of 20. 
Repeat. 

9. Now tighten your shoulders by raising them up as if your were going to 

touch your ears.  Hold for a count of 7 and then relax for a count of 20. 
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10. Now tighten the muscles around your shoulder blades by pushing your 
shoulder blades back as if you were going to touch them together. Hold for 
a count of 7 and then relax for a count of 20.  Repeat. 

11. Now tighten the muscles of your chest by taking a deep breath.  Inhale 

slowly for a count of 5 or 7. Hold for a count of 5 or 7.  Exhale slowly for a 
count of 5 or 7.  Imagine any excess tension in your chest flowing away 
with the exhalation. 

12. Now tighten your stomach muscles by sucking your stomach in.  Hold for 

a count of 7 and then relax for a count of 20.  Imagine a wave of relaxation 
spreading throughout your abdomen.   

13. Now tighten your lower back by arching it up.  Hold for a count of 7 and 
then relax for a count of 20. 

14. Now tighten your buttocks by pulling them together.  Hold for a count of 7 
and then relax for a count of 20.  Imagine the muscles in your hips going 
loose and limp. 

15. Now tighten the muscles in your thighs all the way down to your knees.  

Hold for a count of 7 and then relax for a count of 20.  Feel your thigh 
muscles relaxing completely. 

16. Now tighten your calf muscles by gently pulling your toes toward you. 
Hold for a count of 7 and then relax for a count of 20. 

17. Now tighten the muscles in your feet by curling your toes downward.  Hold 
for a count of 7 and then relax for a count of 20. 

18. Now take a deep breath.  Inhale slowly for a count of 5 or 7. Hold for a 
count of 5 or 7.  Exhale slowly for a count of 5 or 7. As you exhale, 
imagine a wave of relaxation slowly spreading throughout your body, 
starting at your head and gradually penetrating every muscle group all the 
way down to your toes.  Repeat. 

 
 
 
 
 
Note: Always check with your physician before beginning any exercise program. 
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