
Guided Imagery 

This technique involves the systematic practice of creating a detailed mental image of an 
attractive and peaceful setting or environment. The practice of guided imagery is extremely 
portable, as it relies on nothing more than one's imagination and concentration abilities 
which people always have at their disposal (provided they aren't exhausted). However, like 
most techniques requiring mental concentration, it is usually most successfully practiced 
without interruption in a setting that is free from distracting stimulation. 

There is no single correct way to use visual imagery for stress relief. However, something 
similar to the following steps is often recommended: 

 Find a private calm space and make yourself comfortable. 
 Take a few slow and deep breaths to center your attention and calm yourself. 
 Close your eyes. 
 Imagine yourself in a beautiful location, where everything is as you would ideally have 

it. Some people visualize a beach, a mountain, a forest, or a being in a favorite room 
sitting on a favorite chair. 

 Imagine yourself becoming calm and relaxed. Alternatively, imagine yourself smiling, 
feeling happy and having a good time. 

 Focus on the different sensory attributes present in your scene so as to make it more 
vivid in your mind. For instance, if you are imagining the beach, spend some time 
vividly imagining the warmth of the sun on your skin, the smell of the ocean, seaweed 
and salt spray, and the sound of the waves, wind and seagulls. The more you can 
invoke your senses, the more vivid the entire image will become. 

 Remain within your scene, touring its various sensory aspects for five to ten minutes 
or until you feel relaxed. 

 While relaxed, assure yourself that you can return to this place whenever you want or 
need to relax. 

 Open your eyes again and then rejoin your world. 

 

Progressive muscle relaxation 

Progressive muscle relaxation, or PMR, is a stress relief technique that relies upon subtle 
rather than gross (large) muscular movements to promote relaxation and tension relief. 

Progressive muscle relaxation is based on the observation that it is easier for muscles to relax 
from a position of high tension than it is from a position of lower tension. The kind of 
muscular tension that causes headaches and bodily pains tends to be a sort of moderate 
residual tension that people walk around with (and may not notice) for days. It is not the 
same sort of high tension that people create when they are trying to lift or push against heavy 
objects. 

The premise of PMR is that by tightening and releasing all the major muscle groups of the 
body in an exaggerated fashion, you will end up feeling more relaxed and at peace with 
yourself, and much less stressed then you otherwise would. Consciously exaggerating and 



releasing muscle tension also helps you learn to recognize when you are holding onto 
unnecessary muscular tension so that you can use relaxation techniques to relieve this stress 
before it gets out of hand. 

Before you begin PMR, take several deep, diaphragmatic breaths. Then proceed with the 
following steps: 

 Choose a quiet, dimly lit room that is a comfortable temperature. Lie down or sit 
comfortably and close your eyes. 

 Breathe in deeply through your nose, hold the breath for a few seconds, and then 
completely release it through slightly parted lips. Repeat this several times. Imagine 
your body becoming warm and heavy. Let go of any tension that you notice. 

 As you continue breathing slowly, clench both fists, squeezing them as hard as you 
can. Tighten both biceps and hold this tension for several seconds. 

 Release the tension and feel it ebb away. Focus on the change in sensations. Be sure 
to release all the tension in your fingers, your hands and your arms. 

 Now extend your fingers slightly as you let your arms drop to your lap or fall to your 
side. Try to keep your hands open as you feel the last remnants of tension float away. 
Continue to breathe in and out very slowly. Feel the warmth and heaviness that comes 
with relaxation. 

Progressive muscle relaxation continues in this manner until all the major body muscle groups 
have been sequentially tensed for several seconds and then relaxed. A list of each muscle 
group, including instructions for how to tense these muscles is given just below: 

 Hands and Arms: Clench your hands into fists, and contract the muscles in your 
forearms and biceps. You may need to hold your arms out in front of you or at your 
side to allow the tensing and releasing to occur. 

 Facial muscles: Raise your eyebrows as high as possible and furrow/wrinkle your 
forehead. Then, move on to squinting or squeezing your eyes shut as tight as you can. 
Next, clench your teeth together tightly. Finally, squeeze your whole face up into a 
knot (squeeze your eyes, mouth and nose together). 

 Neck: Bring your chin slowly down toward your chest. Then, with the shoulders 
straight and relaxed, turn your head slowly to the right. Finally, turn your head slowly 
to the left. 

 Chest: Take as deep a breath as possible ("puffing" your chest out) and hold it for a 
count of five seconds. 

 Shoulders: Start by holding a shoulder shrug (pushing your shoulders up toward your 
ears) for five seconds. Then, slowly pull your shoulders back. End by pushing the 
shoulders forward. 

 Upper Back: With your shoulders resting on the back of the chair, carefully push your 
body forward so that your back is arched. If this particular technique causes pain or 
discomfort, you can skip it and continue on to the next muscle group. 

 Abdomen: Start by "sucking in your gut" (pulling in the stomach as far as possible). 
Then, push out your stomach or tense it as if you were preparing to be punched. 

 Legs: Start by raising your right leg, tensing your thigh and calf muscles, and pulling 
your toes back toward you. Then, raise your left leg in a similar fashion. Finally, raise 



both legs together and tighten your calf and thigh muscles as you extend your toes 
and point them forward as far as you can. 

 Feet: Without raising the legs, point the toes. Next, without raising the legs, pull your 
toes toward you as far as possible. End with digging your toes into the floor. 

Throughout the exercise, keep your breathing very deep and very regular. Notice the warm 
spreading feeling that envelops your body as you tense and release each muscle group. This 
feeling is the spread of muscular relaxation throughout your body. 

Once you've tensed a set of muscles, try to leave them be and don't make any demands of 
them for the duration of the exercise. Don't use your hands after you've tensed them, for 
instance. Try to maintain the state of relaxation in already tensed and released areas as you 
move to new areas, allowing your entire body to feel more and more relaxed as you progress. 
Once you have wrinkled and relaxed your forehead, try to keep it smooth; once you have 
clenched and relaxed your jaw, part your lips slightly to avoid clenching it again, and so on. 
Pause for about 30 seconds between tensing each set of muscles. Focus on your breathing 
and the sensation of relaxation which will be spreading throughout your body. 

 

Body scan 

The body can be a sponge to the emotions and stress we experience throughout the day. You 
might notice that at the end of a long day, your body feels tense and you feel agitated or 
irritable. There are all sorts of meditations and relaxation techniques you can do to unwind, 
but scanning the body with your attention can put you in touch with the specific places where 
you hold tension. It can immediately relax you when you’re in a stressful moment. 

Of course, during a body scan you’re also giving your body an opportunity to release that 
tension. In fact, when you scan your body you can instruct a specific area of the body to relax 
or calm down (quietly in your mind or aloud). Sometimes, with enough attention and focus on 
that area of the body, your muscles loosen and relax. 

Here are step by step instructions for scanning your body for stress relief: 

1. Get into a comfortable position. You might practice by lying on the floor, or a mat, or 
your bed. Or if it’s more comfortable, you can sit in a chair. Whatever is comfortable 
for you. However, try not to fall asleep if you’re lying down. 

2. Place your attention at the top of your head or on one of your toes. And very slowly 
move your attention to each area of the body, working your way down or up, 
depending upon where you started. You can repeat this process by working your way 
back to where you started. Remember to go nice and slow so that each part of your 
body is touched by your awareness. 

3. As you practice a body scan, keep your attention open and aware. You may experience 
a certain feeling when your attention is on your belly, for instance. Or you might have 
a random memory appear in your consciousness. As you practice a body scan, simply 
notice what is going on inside you as your attention moves across your body. 



You might notice that as you slowly put your attention on a particular part of your body, 
muscles relax and your body softens. For this reason, a quick body scan is a great stress relief 
even if you only have a couple of minutes. You can quickly scan your entire body in one 
minute. Or, depending upon where you are and your timing, you can make it a longer 20 or 
30 minutes meditation. 

Doing a body scan can also help you become more aware of yourself and your body. For 
example, although you might know that you hold tension in your neck and shoulders, perhaps 
you didn’t know that you tend to hold your stomach muscles tight as well. The more you 
practice the body scan technique the more you will become aware of what’s going on inside 
of you. And the more awareness you develop, the more you will refrain from acting on 
cravings or desires to use. In fact, with more self-awareness, the healthier your choices will 
become in general. 

If you’re looking for a technique that can quickly relieve you of stress, the body scan can do 
that for you. At the same time, it can be a lasting practice that can promote self-awareness, 
and in turn, strengthen your sobriety. 

 


