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Create a New Normal
The body is always in one of two states: fight-or-flight or rest-and-repair. It isn’t in both states
simultaneously. As I mentioned in the first workbook, the fight-or-flight state is one in which
the body is ready for action, ready to destroy a threat or flee from it. This fight-or-flight state
is one of tremendous physiological imbalance throughout the entire body. Every system,
every tissue, every cell in the body, during fight-or-flight, is functioning to help the body
survive physical danger by operating at unordinary levels of readiness and activation.
In the short run, this imbalance helps us to be fast and powerful, but in the long run, this
imbalance leads to any number of negative outcomes. The fight-or-flight response is NOT the
state we should be in except for very rare occasions. Why not? Because we are so
infrequently in real physical danger. But as I’ve mentioned previously, your body doesn’t
know the difference between a real threat and a made-up one. It treats them both the same;
by activating the fight-or-flight response.
Now, imagine that you’re riding your bike and you encounter an unseen rock. Suddenly,
you’re flying through the air and you crash-land on some loose gravel. In addition to the
immediate pain, you notice that your hands and arms, your shoulders, and maybe even your
face have been injured. You’re bleeding heavily in several places. No bones are broken, but
you’re in pretty bad shape.
You immediately go home and clean up your wounds. You successfully stop the bleeding. You
apply ice or some “healing” salves, but you recognize that you’re left with cuts and scrapes
all over your body.
Now consider that your “symptoms” of stress are like the wounds you sustain when you
crash on your bike. The headaches, the muscle pain, and the emotional problems are
damage you’ve done because of this ongoing imbalanced state of fight-or-flight. Essentially,
you are continually crashing and burning or trying to repair from the stress.
When dealing with an activated stress response, you may try to “stop the bleeding” by taking
medications in all their varieties, but the symptoms don’t seem to go away. Medications may
temporarily numb the pain, but the problems persist.
Keeping in mind the metaphor of crashing on your bike, what can you do to heal the
problems created by the ongoing stress response?
The correct answer is NOTHING. You consciously can’t do anything to make the wounds go
away because you don’t have the know-how to repair the damage. Even if you’d like to think
that you can, you really can’t. It simply isn’t within your power. Wound healing is not within
the domain of the conscious mind.
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Fortunately, your body does know how to heal itself. It knows how to recruit the right cells,
chemicals, and healing energies to those spots that are broken and fix them in precise and
perfect ways. Your body already has an internal pharmacy that contains all of the healing
drugs, knowledge, and processes to take the wound from horrible to completely healed. You
don’t have to do anything but wait and watch.
This is how healing should always happen, whenever we’re broken. So, why doesn’t it?
I mentioned earlier that the body is in one of two modes: fight-or-flight or rest-and-repair.
In fight-or-flight mode, the body is too busy working to survive the dangerous environments.
It can’t simultaneously mend all the messes. The inner-pharmacy doors remain closed in
fight-or-flight mode. That’s why the problems don’t go away.
In contrast to the fight-or-flight response, we have what’s known as the rest-and-repair state.
In this state, the body is doing what it needs to do to repair what’s gone wrong. We aren’t
busy expending extra energy surviving, so our body goes to work healing, repairing, and
regenerating. Essentially, our body turns on all of its healing energies to fix whatever
problems have arisen. The inner pharmacy doors are open wide and the body knows how to
use the healing chemicals, in the right dosages, with the right timing, without any sideeffects.
In this rest and repair state, your “symptoms” of stress go away, not because you are trying
to make them go away, but because the real cause of the symptoms—the imbalance brought
on by chronic fight-or-flight—goes back into balance. Once balance is restored, the body
knows how to remedy the problems.
This rest-and-repair mode needs to become our “new normal” as a way of being if we want to
feel better and see our symptoms go away. Feeling relaxed, peaceful, calm, and symptomfree should be how we operate every day.
But in order to get there, we have to consciously take ourselves OUT of the stress response.
We have to consciously turn it off! Fortunately, that is within our power. It is what this
workbook is all about!

Relax, repair, and recharge through stress reduction
Clearly, the smartest way to manage stress is to prevent it before it happens. As you learned
in the workbook on stress prevention, the way to do this is by taking control of the way you
think about things, since stress is activated by our perceptions: When we have a threat
thought, the stress response automatically activates. As you learned in the first course, No
threat thought—no stress.
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But everyone knows that life can get pretty hectic. We get swept up in the chaos of our days,
with more things on our plate than we’d care to have there. Life seems to move fast and
sometimes we feel lucky when we can just hang on.
Essentially, we forget to be in charge of our thoughts, and when that happens, the stress
response turns on. And in some cases, it doesn’t ever turn off. As you learned in the first
workbook, the results of this constant activation of the stress response—chronic stress—are
stress-related symptoms that run the gamut from irritability and fatigue all the way to heart
disease and cancer.
When we start to notice any of these symptoms, we need powerful tools to turn off the stress
response, and as a result, make the symptoms go away. This is the purpose of this
workbook. In the following sections, you will learn some powerful and effective methods that
work to turn off the stress.
These tools are not cutsie kinds of activities that make you feel better momentarily but don't
deactivate the stress response. What you will learn about and practice in this workbook are
the most powerful, non-chemical, tools available to dramatically reduce your stress and the
accompanying symptoms.
But what you must realize, as you explore these tools, is that simply knowing about them
won't help you very much. Their power comes in the practicing of them. The good news is
that the more you practice, the more beneficial they become. And the more you work with
several of the tools, the more you'll experience their synergistic effect. Alone they are
powerful but done together, they work to even more powerfully return your body/mind to
homeostasis and healing.
You should also understand that, although you’ll feel different with the first time that you
practice any of the tools, it requires a bit of commitment to return yourself to that desirable
balanced state. Imagine that you have an open bottle of ink and a handkerchief. You dip a
corner of the handkerchief just slightly into the bottle of ink. You remove it and see the ink
that remains on the handkerchief. You put the handkerchief back into the ink, the same
distance. You notice that the ink bleeds a bit further up the handkerchief. And each time you
dip in the handkerchief, to the same level, the ink continues moving up the handkerchief.
This is how it will be for you, as you work with the tools in this workbook. The more you do
them, the greater will be their impact. And soon enough, you’ll notice that your stress
symptoms will start going away; you’ll enjoy better sleep; you’ll feel more energy; you’ll feel
more peaceful and happy.
So, what you will learn and experience in this workbook includes those top stress reduction
strategies according to research, your author’s experience, and the anecdotal experience of
thousands of people with whom I have worked for over 2 decades. As you consider each of
By Michael Olpin PhD
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these tools, you’ll discover the rationale and the logic behind their ability to turn off the
stress response and bring healing to every part of your body and mind.

Introduction to Stress Reduction
There was once a lumberjack who was busy sawing down a large tree with a dull saw—he
wasn’t the brightest lumberjack. He had been working at it for quite some time and was
worn out because his saw wasn’t doing a very good job. Shortly, another man came by and
noticed the lumberjack having a rough time with the tree. “Why don’t you pause for a while
and sharpen your saw? Surely you’ll have more success with a sharper saw.” The lumberjack
thought about it for a few moments, looked at all the other trees that he still had to saw
down and replied, “I don’t have time to sharpen my saw, I’m too busy sawing!”
Consider this
We oftentimes get so busy with our daily activities, rushing through, hoping to get them all in
before the day finishes, that we altogether forget that if we stopped for a few minutes and
recharged our batteries—sharpened our own well-being saw—we would function far more
productively, with more energy, enthusiasm, and joy.

We can take this metaphor of the sharpened saw one step further and introduce an
additional component, something that would really improve the efficiency of the saw, a
power saw.

Power Tools
What’s a Power Tool? It’s a tool that gets the job done in much less time and does it with
more efficiency. A good example of a Power Tool for felling the tree would be a chainsaw. It
can do the work of a handsaw in a fraction of the time.
What does this have to do with stress relief?

When it comes to stress relief, we have some very strong. Power Tools that work just as
impressively to turn off the stress response and create relaxation.
One thing I have noticed, in my many years of working with people and their stress—and I
sometimes have the same thing happen myself—is that even though we know all the great
information in the Stress Prevention Workbook, sometimes we forget. In the hectic lives that
we live, we stop being in control of our thoughts, upgrading our thoughts, or placing a better
thought into the Gap between Stimulus and Response.
Power tools can restore balance when we forget.

Most of my life has revolved around athletics; playing, watching, refereeing
or coaching a variety of sports. Because sports have been so important to
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me, I have found that it is very easy to get wrapped up in the excitement,
especially when my kids are on the court or the field.
Even though I rarely get angry towards anyone or anything in regular life,
during games, I find myself getting stressed. My muscles tense, my jaw
tightens, my face gets red, my fists clench, and my heart races, and once in
a while, I lose it and belt out something to let the referee know what a bad
job he or she is doing. (Does this sound familiar?)
It is after competitions like this, that I need something to quickly bring me
out of this stressed state that I’ve created for myself. No one likes feeling
upset after a game, so I need something to turn off the stress response
and bring myself quickly back into balance.
Power tools are natural, healthy solutions.

It would be very easy for me to choose some kind of a chemical to help me return to
homeostasis—a tranquilizer to make me feel more tranquil, alcohol to deaden my senses or
some other substance that numbs my physiology and thus diminishes the stress response.
The problem with this approach, (as is the case with most emotion-changing chemicals and
drugs), is there are side effects that I really don’t want. We have all heard the commercials,
and we all know people who have become addicted to over-the-counter, prescription, or illicit
drugs. We might also know someone who has had really bad side-effects from these types of
substances. Some people use food in the same way, they eat when they are stressed, and
gain weight.
I don’t want any of that. So we’ll bypass all of those options completely.
What’s left is easy and enjoyable ways to help you relieve your stress—our Power Tools.
After discussing the absolute best Power Tools, we will also explore a variety of other
activities that you can do, additional gear that we’ll add to your stress management tool
chest, that aren’t specifically designed to reduce stress, but has as a byproduct, the
wonderful reduction of stress.
By the time we’re done with this workbook, you’ll have a whole bunch of fun and effective
ways that you can immediately use to help you add relaxation into your life. The good news
about all of them is because they work to reduce stress, you’ll feel better. You will feel good
again.
It is simple to use Power Tools.
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The tools I’m including here can be learned and practiced entirely on your own. There are
some kinds of treatments, some massage or energy therapies for example, that require
someone else to work with you. We may refer to some of those as we go, but I want to give
you tools that you can do entirely on your own, so you don’t have to depend on anyone else to
help you manage your stress and feel good again.
There are Power Tools that will work best for you.

Not every technique works the same for everyone. Having taught these methods to many
thousands of people, I have found that there is great variability in which ones work the best
for each person. I suggest that you try each method several times. Experiment to discover
which techniques work best for you.
Power Tools work even when they are not being used.

The techniques are powerful, they really work, and they never have negative side effects.
Even better is that the more you use them, the more the state of relaxation carries over into
the rest of your day’s activities.
When you use these tools regularly
•
•
•
•
•
•

You will feel calmer in situations that would normally upset you.
You will have more energy, more contentment, and you will feel happier.
You will sleep more deeply, and you will fall asleep faster.
Your stress-related symptoms will fade away.
Your headaches will probably disappear along with a lot of your muscle pain.
Regular relaxation will help bring you back into balance.

Summary
For over 3 decades, I’ve been studying, exploring, researching, and practicing nearly
everything out there that is designed to reduce stress. I’m going to share with you some of
the best Power Tools for stress reduction that are available on the planet. There are many
stress-reducing techniques, ideas, tips, and things out there, but in my research, these are
the ones that keep showing up as the most powerful; and they can be done entirely on your
own.

You may be familiar with some, and others may seem quite unusual. Whichever it is, you’ll
benefit from learning about and experiencing them. So, let’s get started.

By Michael Olpin PhD

9

Mastering Stress Workbook 3 – REDUCING STRESS___________________________________

Power Tool 1 – Meditation
Meditation is not a way of making your mind quiet. It’s a way of entering
into the quiet that’s already there—buried under the 50,000 thoughts the
average person thinks every day. —Deepak Chopra
What images come to your mind when you think of the word meditation? When I ask my
students, many of them think of a person sitting in a cross-legged position, touching their
fingers to their thumbs, repeating a “hum” sound. So then I ask, “What happens when a
person meditates? I commonly hear answers like, “It’s when a person is not thinking of
anything or has a ‘still’ mind.” They’ll respond that meditation is simply focusing your mind
on one particular thing. Some will say it is like daydreaming or guided imagery. What these
responses tell me is that many people may be a bit leery of meditation because they really
don’t know much about it.
Let’s consider the possibility that meditation is the process of creating a still mind.
Try this
Close your eyes, for about thirty or forty-five seconds and try to create a still mind. Just
eliminate all thoughts from happening in your mind for thirty or forty-five seconds. Do this
now.
What did you discover?

Was it easy? Most people who try this exercise say it’s is nearly impossible. This is because
the act of trying to make a mind go still is not having a still mind. “Trying” is mental activity. As
we try to still our minds, we notice thoughts popping in and out of our heads. These thoughts
come from nowhere into consciousness and seemingly without our control, lead to other
thoughts, which lead to other thoughts, and so on. This is not a still mind. This is not
meditation.
Benefits

Many years ago, I worked in a public library. One of the delights of working there was that I
had the opportunity to see a lot of books on many topics. I noticed a section of books on
meditation. Not knowing anything about meditation at the time, I was intrigued by some of
the health claims that these books made about meditation. They included a decrease in
blood pressure, slowing of brainwave activity, a decrease in resting heart rate, reversing of
the aging process, an increase in intelligence, a feeling of being more alive and more alert,
and many other positive effects resulting from regular meditation.
Other research has mentioned reductions in anxiety levels after beginning the regular
practice of meditation. Many stress-related illnesses are alleviated through regular
By Michael Olpin PhD
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meditation. It has been found to improve the breathing patterns of patients with bronchial
asthma and heart conditions. It helps decrease bad cholesterol levels, insomnia, stuttering,
blood-sugar levels in diabetics, and symptoms of mental illness, including depression. Research has conclusively shown that meditation is definitely a useful and effective
intervention for both reducing stress and dealing with a wide variety of stress-related
illnesses.
Meditation also affects brainwaves.

Brainwave activity is measured in cycles or rhythms. There are essentially four levels of
brainwave activity as measured by an electroencephalograph (EEG) machine.
•

•
•

Beta – this brainwave is predominant when people are awake, alert, and fully aware
of what is happening.
o Higher beta brainwave levels correspond with higher stress levels.
Alpha – occurs during times of daydreaming, early periods of sleep, light hypnosis,
and relaxation techniques.
Theta and Delta – occur primarily during deep sleep, while dreaming, and during
deep hypnosis and when you meditate.
o Here is where the body gets the most critical, restorative rest, repairs itself,
and the immune system works most efficiently.

Meditation and Sleep

It usually takes over an hour or two for the mind to settle down into these deeper levels of
brainwave activity that allows healing to occur. Our body needs some time to wind down
from the day’s stress. Meditation can accelerate this process.
•

•

One interesting study, which really motivated me to learn more about meditation,
described the brainwave activity of those who meditate. Researchers used an
electroencephalograph (EEG) to determine if there were any unique changes in
brainwave activity while test subjects were meditating.
People who meditated were able to reach deeper levels of brainwave activity and thus
enjoy deeper levels of rest within as little as five minutes of meditation. Interestingly,
the meditators were awake and entirely conscious while they meditated. The
researchers called this level of deep rest while meditating a hypometabolic state.

More Benefits

In addition to the slowing of brainwave activity, other calming events take
place in meditators. Heart rates and breathing rates can slow dramatically.
By Michael Olpin PhD
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Both of these measures indicate a profound decrease in the stress
response. (As I practice meditation, my heart rate has reached as low as
thirty beats per minute and my breathing rate has been as low as only one
inhalation and exhalation per minute.)
As I read these reports and studies on meditation, I was fascinated. Very
few things have such a profound, immediate, and positive effect on the human
condition, without any negative side effects. I decided to look for someone
who could teach me how to meditate, but I had no luck. (This was back in
1988. There was no internet, at the time.)
Then one day I was reading the local newspaper and I spotted an
advertisement for a free introduction to transcendental meditation (TM).
Being very curious, I decided to go. The presentation echoed the things I
had read in the books. The man presenting explained how easy meditation
was to learn and how it was the deepest level of wakeful rest that was
possible.
Unfortunately, it was fairly expensive. Luckily, I got a student discount and
the following week I found myself in the room with the teacher, burning
incense, rose petals strewn everywhere, large pictures of men I had never
seen before on the walls, and music that sounded like the Gandhi movie
soundtrack playing in the background. (I was beginning to wonder if this
was such a good idea.) I sat down and we talked for a few moments.
He asked me to sit quietly while he began speaking in another language
that sounded like a very long prayer of some kind. Toward the end of this
prayer, he began repeating a specific word. I didn’t recognize the word nor
did I have any idea what it meant. He told me to start repeating it with him
quietly to myself. His voice grew quieter and he prompted me to continue
saying the word. Then he motioned to me to close my eyes and repeat the
word silently to myself. I did this for about fifteen minutes.
When I was through, I was astonished at how different I felt. It was as if I had
just had the best night's sleep ever in less than twenty minutes. This was
just incredible! I didn't understand it in the least, but I felt terrific! Since
that first day, I have continued to meditate and the effects are always
dramatic. I feel alert, more energetic, and better able to focus on what I am
doing.

Even More Benefits

By Michael Olpin PhD
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When I was in my twenties, I was diagnosed with high blood pressure. I couldn’t believe it
because I was very healthy. I was at a healthy weight, exercising regularly and I was eating
correctly (isn’t that what you’re supposed to do to stay healthy?).
The doctor told me I was going to have to take blood pressure medication, probably for the
rest of my life. I learned that I had a family history of high blood pressure and that I had
inherited those genes … the doctor told me I should have chosen different parents.
Being one who selects the drugs route only as a very last resort, I looked around for other
ways to heal my body of this “problem.” As soon as I started meditating regularly, my blood
pressure returned to normal levels. Now, nearly three decades later, I continue to enjoy
normal blood pressure and haven’t swallowed a single high blood pressure pill.
It Doesn’t Matter What Word You Use.
I found myself wanting to share what I had experienced and to teach others this technique,
but I didn’t want to go through the training that was required to be a “Transcendental
Meditation Instructor.” Several years later, while doing further research on transcendental
meditation, I came upon some studies done by Herbert Benson and others at Harvard
University. They discovered that it makes no difference what word, sound or phrase is used
during meditation. It is the process that makes it work, not the individual mantra (the “secret”
word I was given that first day). It turns out that mantra meditation (meditation using
repeated words or sounds) is very simple and it can be learned by anyone, anywhere.
As I have since taught mantra meditation for nearly 2 decades, I have found very few things
to have such a profound effect. Students frequently report feeling amazingly still and
peaceful. Others say that they feel better than they have felt in a long time. Occasionally,
they mention surprisingly deep levels of inner silence. Many times, students remain in the
room after class enjoying the stillness and serenity that they feel after meditation.
Learning How to Meditate
The power of mantra meditation lies in its simplicity. All you need to do is the following:

•

Set aside 15 or 20 minutes and find a place to get comfortable. It can be in a chair or
on the floor, but it’s best not to lie down (to avoid falling asleep).

•

Choose a word (or mantra) to repeat to yourself. It doesn’t have to be a spiritual word;
you can use a word like ocean, sky, peace, still, one, silent, love, serene, happy, calm,
or now. It makes no difference which word you choose.

By Michael Olpin PhD
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•

Close your eyes. Sit quietly for about 30 seconds to let your mind settle before you
begin saying your word.

•

Repeat your chosen word softly, in your head, over and over at a very comfortable
and easy pace, about once every five or six seconds. Keep going. Soon, you might
find that the silent spaces between your mantra increase dramatically, but let
whatever happens, happen:

One… one… one… one… one… one… one… one… one… one… one… one… one… one… one…
one… one… one… one… one… one… one… one… one… one… one… one… one… one… one…
one… one… one… one… one… one… one… one… one… one… one… one… one… one… one…
one… one… one… one… one… one… one… one… one…
I have found that ten to twenty minutes is about the optimum amount of time to meditate.
However, if you only have five minutes before an important meeting, a test, or an eventful
evening, then take those five minutes and enjoy meditating for that long. Meditating for
longer than 15 or 20 minutes is also just fine. Any amount of time meditating is time well
spent.
•

Once you are through, take your time before returning to normal consciousness. Allow
yourself to remain seated, eyes closed, enjoying the peacefulness you have created
for yourself. I suggest you take 2-3 minutes before you resume normal daily activities.

That’s all there is to this type of meditation. There are a number of other useful and
interesting ways to meditate, but I have found this one to be the simplest one to do and the
easiest to teach to others. I don’t fully understand why it works so well, but I stopped caring
how or why many years ago. I care deeply that it works and this type of meditation definitely
does.
What Will Happen When I Meditate?
Several things will happen as you begin repeating your mantra. Not all of these will happen
every time, but as you practice, you will usually experience one of these three things during
every meditation.

•

You may find it easy to remain on the word while your eyes are closed. You’ll just keep
repeating: one . . . one . . . one . . . one . . . for most of the time you are meditating.
Sometimes, the space between the times you silently say your mantra might increase
dramatically.
o For example, you might say the mantra just once every fifteen or thirty
seconds. I should add here that your ability to continue repeating the mantra
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during a session of meditation does not mean that you are necessarily a more
proficient meditator. That is simply how the meditation goes sometimes.
•

Your mind will wander. Thoughts of the many things that are going on in your life will
come and go and you will forget to repeat your mantra. This is not uncommon or a
bad thing. Nor is it something to be concerned about.
o When this happens, and it most certainly will, you simply bring your awareness
back to the mantra. It might sound something like this: one . . . one . . . one . . .
one . . . (your mind will then go to other things) I wonder what I should wear to
the presentation tomorrow? . . . I hope Rick finished the report . . . He is so
cool under pressure . . . He’d be a great coach . . . I’ve got to leave at 5:30 to
make it to Megan’s soccer game . . . (At some point, you’ll catch yourself thinking about all these other things. When you do, just gently bring yourself back
to repeating the word.) Oh yeah, back to the mantra: one . . . one . . . one . . .
one . . . Each time your thoughts wander, gently bring them back to the
mantra.
o Always be very gentle with yourself. Never think that you are a bad meditator,
or that you can’t meditate because your mind wanders off too much. I have
practiced meditation for over thirty years and I still notice my mind wandering.
This is entirely okay. Whatever happens during meditation is appropriate as
long as you return to the mantra when it occurs to you that other thoughts are
slipping in.

•

You may fall asleep. Another thing that may happen during meditation is you’ll just
zonk out! If this happens (and it will from time to time), then as you awaken from your
deep sleep, gently repeat the mantra for a few more minutes before you stop
meditating. Don’t reprimand yourself for falling asleep. Be grateful for the opportunity
you had to get some very deep rest. If you regularly fall asleep during meditation, it is
a good indication that you probably need more sleep at night.
o When you awaken, you have only one intention: gently return to the mantra
when it occurs to you to do so. This is the only mental effort that you make
during meditation. Whatever else happens during meditation is to be treated
like ducks quacking in the distance. It’s a lot of noise, but you don’t give it too
much attention.

•

Your single objective is to repeat your mantra when you think of it. If anything else
happens, your only directed thought is to return to the mantra when it occurs to you.
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When your mind wanders and gets wrapped up in other thoughts, you will eventually
realize you are no longer repeating the mantra. When this happens, simply say to
yourself, Oh yeah, back to the mantra . . . one . . . one . . . one . . . one . . . Do this
each time your mind wanders.
Try this
For the next three weeks, add a session of meditation to your daily activities. You don’t need
to spend more than 15 minutes meditating, and if you only have 5 minutes, that’s fine too.

Each time you finish, make a note of how differently you feel than how you felt prior to
meditating. Notice how the feelings of balance and quiet calmness remain with you after you
are through.
Tips for Successful Meditation

•

You can meditate virtually anywhere. I have found that you can meditate wherever you
find yourself. I have meditated in airports, in cars (not while I’m driving), on trains,
sitting next to a still lake, on tops of mountains, in boring meetings, in church and
other places where I can close my eyes and silently repeat my mantra. The effects are
the same no matter where you are. There are, however, several things you can do to
enhance your experience while meditating.

•

Find a place where you will not be disturbed. Set your chair in a closet, or in a room
where the phone won’t ring and no one will interrupt you. When you hear noises,
don’t treat them as annoying, but instead, treat noises the same way you treat your
thoughts: You hear someone cough in the next room, “Oh yeah, one … one … one …”
You can actually use external noises as gentle reminders to return to the repetition of
your word. It is also best, though not a requirement, that the lights be dimmed or off.

•

Time moves differently. Sometimes 15 minutes will seem like 5. Sometimes 10
minutes will seem like 25. Usually, time moves faster than you think it is moving. For
this reason, it's good to have a watch or a timer close by. It's okay to briefly open your
eyes, check the time, and then return.

•

Finish your meditation correctly. This is the most important thing to remember. Have
you ever been in the middle of a dream when suddenly the phone rang and you
awoke abruptly? How did you feel after this rude awakening? Most of us feel out of
balance and irritated when this happens. During meditation, we achieve levels of rest
similar to those during deep sleep. You do not want to come out of meditation
quickly. If you do, you may feel irritated and out of balance, just as you do when
awakened by the telephone or a loud noise. You must end meditation by slowly
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returning to normal consciousness. If you are interrupted, take a few moments to
settle your mind and return to your mantra. Once you have returned to a relaxed
state, slowly return to normal consciousness.

•

Don’t meditate right after eating a meal. People are far more likely to fall asleep while
meditating after eating because it takes a lot of energy to digest food. Falling asleep
after a big meal often leaves you groggy and sluggish, which is not the purpose of
meditation.

•

Meditate at least once a day and twice is ideal. This is not always possible because of
busy schedules, but I suggest there are two best times of the day to meditate. One of
those is immediately after waking up in the morning. I find that it is a great way to
jump-start my day. It is far better than a cup of coffee or caffeine loaded soft drink.
The other time is in the afternoon, sometime between four o’clock and six o’clock.
This is a wonderful way to rejuvenate yourself for your evening activities.

•

I do not recommend using meditation to fix insomnia, or to meditate right before falling
asleep. You don’t want to associate meditation with sleeping. There are other, better
methods to help you fall asleep, which I’ll show you a bit later in this Workbook.

•

You don’t get better at meditation. Every time I meditate, I do it exactly the same way I
did the first time I learned it. Practice doesn’t make you a better meditator. However,
the effects of meditation do tend to increase and expand with practice—there is a
cumulative effect. I’ve found that those who meditate, including myself, rarely get
headaches, rarely get sick, rarely get overly angry with other people, or struggle with
so many of the symptoms of chronic stress.

•

The quality of a good meditation is not determined by what happens while you are
meditating. The quality of a good meditation is determined by how you feel afterward.
This is why it doesn’t matter if your mind wanders as long as you return to your
mantra and, when you’re done, you end the meditation correctly. As long as you feel
rested, peaceful, energetic, or more balanced, then meditation is having its positive
effects on you.

Summary
There are many ways to meditate and there is no clear evidence that one type of meditation
is superior to the others. Harvard researcher Herbert Benson has shown that any meditation
practice can have a profound effect on reducing stress levels, as long as four elements are
present. These elements are:
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•
•
•
•

a mental device (constant and repetitive intentional focus—like the mantra, but this
could also be the breath, a candle, one’s thoughts, a dot on the ceiling, etc.);
a passive attitude;
decreased muscle activity— physical relaxation (facilitated by a comfortable position);
a quiet environment.

This mode of meditation that I explained to you is very simple and very powerful. For me, and
a large majority of my students, few methods are as successful in producing the results for
returning to balance and homeostasis as mantra meditation.

Power Tool 2 – Yoga
While learning how to meditate, the teacher also told me that if I wanted to make my
meditation even better, I should do a little yoga right before. (This was surprising to me
because I didn’t think meditation could get any better.) Based on his advice, I decided to try
some yoga.
The problem was that in the late eighties, there really wasn’t a lot of information about yoga,
at least not where I lived, but I did find a book that had some simple yoga poses that I could
try. Some of these strangely familiar poses looked a lot like the stretches that I used to do
before playing basketball. I didn’t know I had been doing yoga. I tried a few of these poses
and found them to be nice, but I wasn’t really hooked.
My interest in yoga started to grow after I learned that two of the greatest basketball players
in the NBA practiced yoga.
Did you know?

•

Kareem Abdul Jabbar and Robert Parrish both credited yoga for helping extend their
long and successful professional basketball careers. (Both retired in their forties). I
too, want to play many sports for as long as I can. I don’t want to be like some people
my age who complain that they are getting “too old” and can’t play like they used to.
As I continue to practice yoga, I find that I am still able to play with the same intensity
that I did many years ago.

Other stories are equally motivating.

•

While working on my Ph.D., I helped another professor teach a stress management
class. He had asked a local yoga instructor to introduce the class to yoga. This person
pushed us through an incredible forty-five-minute workout. She looked like she was
about fifty-five years of age, but she had the energy of someone in her early thirties.
After she left, my colleague told us she was well over eighty years old.
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Students in my yoga classes have reinforced my commitment to this practice.

•

One woman in her late fifties, who worked in a very stressful environment, came
faithfully to class each week. Knowing she was extremely busy, I asked her why she
always made time to come to class. She said that she always came to class with a
headache and she always left class without it.

More Benefits

•

There are even powerful results for those who only do it once or twice. Most comment
that after doing yoga, they experience benefits such as feelings of peace, relief from
headaches, reduced back pain, less agitation, and a reduction of many stress-related
symptoms.

•

One teenager, who had never before tried yoga made the comment that it made him
feel “way better than his ADD/ADHD medication.”

Today, you can spend countless hours studying the philosophies and disciplines of yoga,
such as fasting, vegetarianism, disciplined thinking, and many others. For stressmanagement purposes, I like to focus on hatha yoga. It deals with three primary aspects of
fitness: strength, flexibility, and balance. By putting your body into positions called poses,
you develop all three of these fitness components. In the process, you create profound
physiological balance and psychological well-being.

Yoga Poses

There are reportedly over 2,000 different yoga poses or postures. When I teach my yoga
classes or practice it on my own, I probably do between ten and twenty-five poses,
depending on how much time I want to devote to it. A typical yoga class usually lasts around
an hour in length. When I do it on my own, I rarely practice for more than 15-20 minutes.
•

Poses have variations based on the skills and abilities of those who are practicing it.

•

Each pose has a traditional Indian name and an English equivalent. It doesn’t matter
very much what the poses are called. The value comes in trying them and noticing
the benefit they have for personal well-being.

•

The poses are done in a variety of positions including standing, sitting, kneeling, lying
on your back, lying on your stomach, on your hands and knees, and on your feet and
hands. The variations are almost limitless.
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How to do Yoga

Some people like to go to the gym and take a yoga class. Many people don’t want to spend
so much time doing yoga. I have found that most people, once they know how to do yoga,
prefer doing it on their own. Over the years, I’ve been keeping track of good yoga resources
for people who prefer to practice in the comfort of their own home, rather than in a gym or
club with an instructor. There are many good sites online including thousands of YouTube
videos of people demonstrating yoga.
Try this
One of the very best online resources that I have found, and feel comfortable suggesting to
you, is this website: http://www.doyogawithme.com/. You can find nearly every pose, many
variations of the poses, and how to do them based on your level of skill. The site is also very
user-friendly and everything is free. Check it out and play with it all you want.

Spend 15 minutes trying several of the poses demonstrated on this website. When you are
through, notice how differently you feel.
When you begin
•

Start with a pose that seems comfortable for you.

•

Begin that pose by extending to what seems to be the maximum that you can go.

•

From there, ease back just a little, so there’s not too much effort, and then focus on
your breath. (You should not have pain, but feel a good stretch.)

•

Stay in a pose for at least twenty seconds, although longer is better. It takes about
twenty seconds for the muscles, the tendons, and ligaments to get the idea that they
are in a stretching mode.

•

Inhale deeply and then each time you exhale, move ever-so-slightly into the stretch.
Don’t put a lot of effort into this. Simply ease through the limit. Remember yoga
should not be painful. By doing yoga this way, your range of motion will increase
dramatically.

•

By coaxing you into positions where you play with your physical limits, as well as your
strength and flexibility, you may find that you can easily push yourself past what you
thought you were capable of; you find yourself expanding and growing almost
effortlessly.
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•

Don’t take yoga too seriously. The one thing I'm sure of when it comes to yoga, is that
it shouldn’t be taken too seriously. Yoga can bring balance back to your mind/body as
powerfully as anything. But it should not be a chore or done with too much
seriousness. Yoga should be done in a playful and enjoyable way. If it’s not fun, why
do it?

Tips for Successful Yoga Practice

•

Never, never, never, push your stretch to the point where you feel pain. It is okay to feel a
gentle pull in the muscles, but pain is a sign you have gone too far.

•

Go at your own pace. Do not compare your progress or your flexibility with anyone else’s.
Everyone has different body structures. Where you are, and how fast you are going, is
just fine

•

Breaths should be full, deep, slow and usually through the nose.

•

Practice yoga on an empty stomach. A full stomach inhibits your range of motion for
many poses. It also saps your energy (besides exercise, there is no physiological process
that takes more energy than digestion).

•

Be present—listen to your body. Yoga is a great time to live in the moment and become
aware of your body and the experiences you are having.

•

Associate pleasure with the joy of stretching and breathing. Your body will let you know
that this is a very healthy thing to do by flooding you with positive sensations and feelings
both during and after yoga.

Summary
Though hatha yoga appears to be mostly a physical experience, it tends to do much more
than just improve your physical condition. Yoga is also very relaxing to the mind. By focusing
on your breath and on the pose, it leaves the stressors of the day behind. Yoga also reduces
the stress response and brings you back to a more balanced state of being.

Perhaps even more wonderful than these benefits is the knowledge that yoga helps
individual development and growth. Yoga puts you into positions where you play with your
physical limits of flexibility. Once you find those limits, you ease back a bit and then focus on
your breath while you easily stretch right through those limits.

Power Tool 3 – Guided Relaxation
By Michael Olpin PhD
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But of course, the instant I try to make myself relax, true relaxation
vanishes, and in its place is a strange phenomenon called trying to relax.
Relaxation happens only when allowed, never as a result of trying or
making. —W. Tim Gallway

If you were going to a gym to work out or participate in a fitness class, and especially if it
were your first time going, you’d need some guidance, some direction to help you figure out
the best way to do the exercises you’d like to do. Similarly, learning how to relax may be a
new idea for you, one that you probably haven’t considered before. Having some assistance
with relaxation is often helpful.
Fortunately, there are several ways of providing the body/mind with deep relaxation in
simple, guided ways that almost assure your success. If you knew that you could feel a lot
better simply by closing your eyes and following some simple instructions, you’d probably be
eager to try. I’m going to show you how to do that.
I call the activities that you’re going to learn Guided Relaxation Exercises. There are many of
them available. I’m going to share with you the ones that are the simplest and most
effective.
Essentially, you do a Guided Relaxation Exercise by following these steps: acquire a
relaxation exercise (I’ll explain how to do this shortly), put it on your Smartphone, iPod or
other MP3 audio playing device, put on your headphones, lie or sit down, start the exercise,
close your eyes and follow the directions exactly as they are given to you. The Guided
Relaxation Exercises move you through the relaxation process step-by-step in a very
organized and simple way. Each one lasts between about 12 and 17 minutes so you can do
them pretty quickly. It couldn’t be any easier.
I will introduce you to several variations of these Guided Relaxation Exercises. As you try
them, you’ll find that one or more of them powerfully works to turn off your stress.
Consider this

•

Some of these guided relaxation exercises may seem strange. As you do them, you may
be wondering how they could possibly work.

•

You don’t have to understand how the relaxation process works. Just as you do not need
to understand kinesiology or exercise physiology to see that weightlifting changes the
size and strength of a muscle, you don’t have to understand the physiology of relaxation
to get the benefits. You just do the exercises and notice what happens.
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•

It is not nearly as important what happens during the relaxation exercises as how you
feel after doing the exercises. During an exercise, you may have a strange or unusual
experience, or you may have a very blissful and serene one, or you may fall asleep. It
doesn’t really matter too much.

•

Tune in to how you feel when you are finished and when you return to your regular
activities. If you find yourself feeling terrific afterward, it’s a good sign that your body and
mind benefited from the exercise. That is the real test. Don’t judge your relaxation
exercises necessarily just by what happens during them.

Tips for Successful Guided Relaxation Sessions

There are a few things you can do to make your experience with the relaxation exercises
more pleasant and effective. Try to include as many of the following as possible when you
practice the relaxation exercises:
•

Pick a place and time where you won’t be interrupted and minimize background
noise and distractions. (It’s okay to try these exercises with someone else interested
in relaxing.)

•

Totally unplug: Turn off your phone or any device that might have an alarm.

•

If you fall asleep while you are following a guided relaxation exercise, allow yourself
these few moments of really deep rest. Enjoy It! Here’s one thing to consider: If you
regularly fall asleep while you practice guided relaxation, it is a pretty good indicator
that you need more sleep.

•

Go into each exercise without expectations, and with an open mind. You can be
playful with them or serious, but what’s most important is to be okay with whatever
happens. Sometimes relaxation exercises that seem unproductive while you’re doing
them turn out to be the most beneficial when you’re through.

•

Audio Version These include a guide that takes you through the exercise so you do
not have to remember what to do. Besides the convenience, it also includes unique,
soothing music that helps to drown out distractive noise and aids with relaxation. The
Stress Relief - Deep Relaxation Exercises by Dr. Michael Olpin can be found at
www.stressmanagementplace.com

Summary and Benefits

The more you practice the relaxation exercises, the more the effects seem to flow into your
daily activities and the greater the cumulative effect. People find themselves more centered
By Michael Olpin PhD
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and balanced, calmer and more composed, less easily irritated, and feeling better generally.
You may find your relationships improve, you’ll enjoy more of your day, your symptoms of
stress will go away, and life seems to get better. So let’s get started with the simplest of all—
the breath.

Power Tool 4 - Relaxation Exercises
Restful Breathing
We all share the same breath—the beast, the tree, the man…the air shares
its spirit with all the life it supports. —Chief Seattle

The foundational component of most relaxation exercises is a focus on breathing. When
you’re in the middle of a full-on stress response, you may notice that your breathing is
quicker and shallower and that it involves muscles in your chest and shoulders that aren’t
primarily designed for breathing. These muscles are recruited in the body’s attempt to get
more oxygen to the tissues and organs quickly.
Normally in relaxed breathing, the air travels to the deepest parts of the lungs and pushes
down on the diaphragm. This is why the stomach tends to move in and out.
Did you know?

•

Babies do this naturally; if you watch a very young infant sleeping, you’ll notice that
her chest doesn’t move at all; only her stomach.

•

People with chronic stress, on the other hand, tend to breathe either exclusively
through their chest or with their stomach and chest simultaneously.

Try this
In Workbook 1 – Stress Science, you assessed your breathing to see how many breaths you
took in a minute. You also found out whether you breathe more from your stomach or from
your chest. Refer back to those two assessments now.

•

Look at your score. The higher the number of breaths per minute, the more your
chest muscles are involved in the breathing process. This might be the result of
chronic stress.
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•

Practice returning to a more relaxing way of breathing while in a seated position or
lying down on the floor, a couch, or a bed. Simply let your inbreath be sufficiently
deep so your stomach pushes out as the air goes in. The stomach moves back in as
the air comes back out. This is the beauty of restful breathing; you can do it wherever
you are. It just takes a moment to put your attention on your breathing and feel the
results.

How to do a Restful Breathing Exercise

•

•

Begin by closing your eyes and focusing on your breathing. Don’t try to change
anything yet, just tune in to your rhythmic breathing pattern. Keep your attention on
your breath.
If you notice yourself thinking about other things, gently bring your thoughts back to
your breathing. You may want to place your hands on your stomach to remind you to
move it out as you inhale and back in when you exhale.

After a few minutes of attentive breathing:

•

Begin to change your breathing pattern by allowing your breath to go down as deep as
possible into the lowest parts of your lungs. When you do this, your stomach will
naturally move outward.

•

Don’t concern yourself with how quickly or slowly you inhale and exhale. Just focus on
the depth of your inhalations and the ease of your exhalations. Notice your hands, if
they are resting on your stomach, moving out as you inhale and moving back in as
you exhale.

To help you maintain your focus on this deep, slow breathing:

•

Use this counting method: Start counting backward from twenty (or whatever number
you choose). When you inhale, say the number “twenty.” When you exhale, say the
word “relax.” Inhale again and say the number “nineteen.” On the next exhalation,
say, “relax.” Continue down this way until you reach zero.

If you notice your mind start to wander, (it very likely will):

•

Gently bring your thoughts back to the relaxing rhythm of your breathing and your
counting. Your breathing will naturally become slower and deeper as you do this.

If you’d like to increase the effect
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•

Briefly hold your breath between the inhalation and exhalation. When you inhale, say
the word “twenty.” Hold the breath for three or four seconds—not very long. Then
begin to exhale slowly. Once most of the air is expelled, pause briefly before your next
inhalation.

Ending the session:

•

When you breathe through zero, you may want to remain in this peaceful state for a
minute or two.

•

Then begin gently moving your hands and fingers. Slowly start to move your arms,
and then slowly and carefully move your neck as if you are looking from side to side
around the room. Gently open your eyes and carefully roll to one side so you are lying
in the fetal position on the floor.

•

Spend a moment or two in this position. When you feel like you have been there long
enough, bring yourself up into a seated position on the floor. After about another
minute or so, you should be ready to continue with your daily activities.

A guided audio version of this type of relaxation exercise is available. If you would prefer to
be guided through this exercise, so you do not have to remember what to do, it is available
as a downloadable audio on the album titled Stress Relief—Deep Relaxation Exercises
through StressManagementPlace.com or amazon.com. Besides the convenience, it also
includes unique, soothing music that helps to drown out distractive noise and aids with
relaxation.
Specific Title: Restful Breathing
Stress Relief Guided Relaxation Exercise - Restful Breathing

Prepare your environment for relaxation. Follow along with the Restful Breathing instructions
found in the Stress Relief – Restful Breathing audio file. Practice this technique at least two
times. On one of those times, do it immediately before you fall asleep at night. Make sure it
is the last thing you do before sleep.
Do it at times when you will not be disturbed. It lasts approximately 15 minutes.
After completing this exercise, consider the effect that this exercise had on you. Reflect
primarily on how you were feeling in relation to your stress levels.
Daytime (first time):
1.

How did you feel before the exercise?
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2.

What was your experience during the exercise?

3.

How did you feel immediately after the exercise?

4.

How did you feel several hours after completing the exercise?

Right before bed (second time):
1.

How did you feel before going to bed?

2.

How quickly did you fall asleep?

3.

How did you sleep?

4.

How refreshed did you feel in the morning?

5.

How did this differ from a typical night’s sleep?

Summary and Benefits
People who have trouble falling asleep find this breathing technique helps them nod off
more quickly and remain asleep throughout the night. Others find that with regular practice,
their overall breathing rates decline as their bodies return to a naturally relaxed state. Many
of my students have found decreases in their own breathing rate from up to thirty breaths
per minute down to eight or ten breaths per minute as they practice this type of relaxation
exercise.

Deep breathing increases the supply of oxygen to your brain and relaxes the nervous system,
promoting calmness. Relaxing breathing helps you feel connected to your body—it brings
your awareness away from the worries in your head and quiets your mind.

The Power Nap
Take rest; a field that has rested gives a bountiful crop. —Ovid
This is a relaxation exercise that I think you’ll really enjoy. When I learned about this
particular method, I immediately fell in love with it. I probably use it as much or more
frequently than any other relaxation exercise simply because it is very powerful. I call this
relaxation exercise the Power Nap. It is a very short nap that produces extremely effective
results.
There are several reasons why this technique works so well
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•

•

•

•

One reason is body position. The Power Nap position (see graphic below)
redistributes blood flow throughout the body. When you stand and sit in upright
positions all day, blood tends to pool in the lower parts of your body. When you lie
down in the Power Nap position, greater amounts of oxygen and nutrient-rich blood
flow to your brain. The result is a very pleasant, restorative feeling.
Another reason the Power Nap feels so good is it helps release tension in the
shoulders and the back. As gentle pressure is placed directly on those muscles, they
tend to relax. It isn't the same as a message, but in a small way, it has a similar
effect.
The Power Nap is a very simple exercise. The only thing that is required is a place
where you will not be interrupted, a soft floor, and something to put your lower legs
and feet on like a chair, a couch, or a bed. The body position for the Power Nap looks
like the following picture:

The results of this relaxation technique include an immediate increase in energy, the
ability to focus, as well as a general feeling of rejuvenation. In working with thousands
of people to help them relax and recharge, I have found that the Power Nap is almost
universally embraced as a favorite.

How to do a Power Nap
Below is a script for the powernap relaxation exercise. You can read through it to give
yourself a good idea of what to do with your body and where to place your thoughts during
this technique. You may need to read through this a few times before trying it on your own.

Power Nap Script:
By Michael Olpin PhD
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It is important that you place your body so that your thighs are mostly vertical to the floor.
Your knees should be at around a 90-degree angle, and your calves horizontal on the chair,
couch, or bed. Once you are in this position, close your eyes and begin by extending your
arms up over your head reaching as high as you can. Allow the backs of your hands to touch
the floor above your head. Just let your arms go as far as they can and feel the stretch in
your back as you do this.
Next, place your hands on your stomach with your elbows touching the floor. Begin to notice
the up-and-down movement of your stomach as you breathe deeply in and out.
To enhance your focus on your breathing, place one hand up on your chest while keeping
your other hand on your stomach. For just a few minutes, focus only on your breathing.
Inhale deeply so that just your stomach hand is moving. Try to keep the hand on your chest
completely still as you inhale. Make a special effort to focus on your breathing as you draw
air as deeply as possible into your lungs.
After a few minutes of concentrating on your breath and the rhythm of this deeper, slower
breathing, try experimenting with your hands to see where they feel most comfortable. You
may either keep your hands on your stomach or let them drop off to your sides. You may
prefer having your palms up or palms down. It doesn't really matter where you place your
hands as long as your hands and arms are comfortable.
As you continue breathing slowly and deeply, put your attention on your shoulders. Just allow
your shoulders to release into the floor. Turn off all tension by consciously releasing and
letting go of any need to keep the muscles in your shoulders in a tightened state. You may
even visualize your shoulders like butter melting into the floor. Each time you exhale; allow
your shoulders to feel a little bit more relaxed, a little bit looser, and a little bit limper.
Return your attention to your breathing and notice how it has become even slower and more
effortless. Stay on your breath for a few moments. Next, put your attention into your face.
Move through each set of the muscles from your jaw and mouth, through the middle of your
face, your eyes, and your forehead. Consciously relax all of those muscles. Give your facial
muscles the message to release and let go.
Return again to your breathing. Focus on deep, effortless breaths. If your mind wanders,
gently bring it back and focus on your breathing.
After about ten minutes of this exercise, end the session
•

Slowly begin to return to normal consciousness. It is very important that you take your
time and not be in a hurry to return to a sitting or standing position.
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•

If you do this too quickly, you might feel a little bit dizzy. You may even feel a little
irritable during the rest of the day.

•

Begin gently moving your hands and fingers slowly start to move your arms, and then
to move your neck as if you are looking from side to side around the room. Gently
open your eyes and carefully, lift your feet up off of the chair bring your knees to your
chest, and then roll to one side so you are lying in the fetal position on the floor.

•

Spend a moment or two in this position. When you feel like you have been there long
enough, bring yourself up into a seated position on the floor. After about another
minute or so, you should be ready to continue with your daily activities.

Tips for a Successful Power Nap

•

This exercise can be a very powerful one to help you fall asleep. But if you do it before
going to bed, make sure it is the very last thing you do before you lie down to go to
sleep. If you finish the Power Nap, and then go off and do other things, you are very
likely to feel energized and wide awake. It will then take you quite a bit longer to fall
asleep. Once you’re done, quickly slip into bed.

A guided audio version of this type of relaxation exercise is available. If you would prefer to
be guided through this exercise, so you do not have to remember what to do, it is available
as a downloadable audio on the album titled Stress Relief—Deep Relaxation Exercises
through StressManagementPlace.com or amazon.com. Besides the convenience, it also
includes unique, soothing music that helps to drown out distractive noise and aids with
relaxation.
Specific Title: Power Nap
Stress Relief Guided Relaxation Exercise – the Power Nap

Prepare your environment for relaxation. Follow along with the Power Nap instructions found
in the Stress Relief – Power Nap audio file. Practice this technique at least two times. On
one of those times, do it immediately before you fall asleep at night. Make sure it is the last
thing you do before sleep.
Do it at times when you will not be disturbed. It lasts approximately 15 minutes.
After completing this exercise, consider the effect that this exercise had on you. Reflect
primarily on how you were feeling in relation to your stress levels.
Daytime (first time):
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1.

How did you feel before the exercise?

2.

What was your experience during the exercise?

3.

How did you feel immediately after the exercise?

4.

How did you feel several hours after completing the exercise?

Right before bed (second time):
1.

How did you feel before going to bed?

2.

How quickly did you fall asleep?

3.

How did you sleep?

4.

How refreshed did you feel in the morning?

5.

How did this differ from a typical night’s sleep?

Summary

This is the Power Nap. Don’t underestimate its simplicity. People who try this in my classes
and seminars have found it very valuable and use it regularly.

Progressive Relaxation
Tension is who you think you should be. Relaxation is who you are. —Chinese proverb
The big bear is running toward you! (Your boss is calling, the car broke down, or you just feel
overwhelmed.) Remember, your body’s reaction is the same whenever the words uh-oh flash
through your mind. This thought immediately initiates the stress response or the flood of
physiological activity designed to keep you safe from harm.
One of the most noticeable of these reactions is an increase in muscle tension. Muscles
contract when they prepare for, and while they perform work. This reaction of speed and
power is natural, and it works well when you really are in physical danger. However, you do
not need the extra power and strength of contracted muscles to help you deal with the
typical unpleasant events of each day.
The all-or-nothing principle is a well-known principle of muscle contraction. It states that you
cannot partly contract a muscle. A muscle, or group of muscles, is either 100 percent
contracting or not contracting at all. For many people, theseSometimes, muscles contract so
much that they begin to hurt, especially when muscles are chronically tense.
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For many people, these muscles contract so much that they begin to hurt. This problem
occurs when muscles are chronically tense.
Progressive relaxation uses this basic principle to relax the body by releasing the tension in
chronically contracted muscles. When you consciously tense various muscle groups in then
consciously direct them to relax, muscles switch off the contraction response and tension
drains away. You can do PMR progressively, starting with your toes and moving through each
part of your body, all the way up to your scalp.
Try this simple exercise to see if you could use a dose of PMR:
•

•

•

Sit comfortably, then take the thumb of your dominant hand and push in on the
middle of your thigh, firmly, for about 7 or 8 seconds. You can even add to the
pressure by using your other thumb to push on top of the first. Do you notice any
pain?
Now use the pointer and middle finger of your dominant hand to push in on one of
your shoulders, firmly, just to the side of your neck. Do you feel pain there? It’s likely
that this area is more sensitive than your thighs.
If you look at both muscles under a microscope, they appear the same. The
difference is that your thigh muscles are typically not in a state of contraction. They
tighten when you walk or run, but otherwise, they are usually relaxed. The muscles in
the shoulders are a different story. They tend to stay contracted, primarily because
they are more involved in the fight-or-flight response. These muscles are quick to
respond and slow to turn off. And when they remain in this contracted state, they
stimulate receptors that send pain messages to the brain. Chronically contracting
muscles hurt!

Benefits of Progressive Relaxation
Progressive relaxation doesn’t just work in the shoulders. It works wherever there is muscle
tension.

A headache is often an example of muscle tension. You have muscles that cover your neck
and scalp. When you feel stressed, these muscles contract. A tension headache occurs
when these muscles remain contracted and stimulate the pain receptor nerves in the head.
Almost all tension headaches result from chronic tension in the muscles that surround the
scalp.
Progressive relaxation has shown to be effective in alleviating headaches, decreasing
anxiety, increasing self-efficacy and reducing the effects of other stress-related maladies
including headaches, depression, lower back pain, muscular tension, anxiety, insomnia,
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fatigue, irritable bowel, muscle spasms, neck and back pain, mild phobias, stuttering, and
hypertension. It is very convenient and popular with athletes and for people who have
trouble going to sleep.
How to do Progressive Relaxation
Try this to reduce tension in the shoulders:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

While either sitting or standing, inhale as deeply as possible.
While you inhale, push your shoulders as high as you can up toward your ears.
Once they are as high as they can go, hold them there while at the same time
holding your breath.
Hang on to that tension for a few more seconds.
Then, almost explosively, force all the air out your mouth and drop your shoulders
as quickly as you can.
Resume breathing as normal.
Do this as many times as you’d like to release shoulder tension and relax the
upper torso and shoulders.

Reduce your tension everywhere.
Below is a script for one of my favorite relaxation exercises. You can read through it to give
yourself a good idea of what to do with your body and where to place your thoughts during
this technique. You may need to read through this a few times before trying it on your own.
Progressive Relaxation Script
Progressive relaxation is usually done sitting or lying down. You may begin the process of
tensing in your feet, your arms, and hands, the top of your head, or anywhere else. If you
were to begin with your feet, you would consciously tense all the muscles in your feet. On a
scale from one to ten, ten being maximal contraction, you would probably tense up your
muscles to about a seven or an eight. You do not want to create any pain with this method.
Hold the contraction and notice the sensation of tension as you hold it. Continue holding for
about seven or eight seconds. Then release the contraction. Consciously focus on your feet
and notice the feeling of relaxation. Notice the difference between this and the tension that
you felt before. Take a nice, full, deep breath and slowly exhale.
Then move into the calves. You can flex these by pointing your toes as far away from you as
possible. Hold this position for seven or eight seconds. Then release the tension you have
created, and focus on the feeling of relaxation in your calves. Take a deep full breath and
exhale slowly.
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Continue this process in your thighs, your hips and buttocks, stomach, chest, lower back,
upper back, neck, shoulders (push your shoulders up toward your ears), upper arms, lower
arms and hands (make a fist), lower face (jaw, mouth, tongue), upper face (eyes, forehead,
eyebrows), and finally, consciously tense the entire body at once. Hold it for about ten
seconds. Relax it completely while inhaling fully and then exhaling slowly and effortlessly. At
this point, you should be quite relaxed and at ease.

Tips for Successful Progressive Relaxation
• Just as with yoga, you should not feel pain. When you tighten your muscles, do so
to only about 70% of a full contraction. Don’t strain. Simply bring a submaximal
contraction to the muscles in play.

•

You may enhance the effect by tensing and relaxing each part of the body more
than one time. I have found that two times is usually sufficient.

A guided audio version of this type of relaxation exercise is available. If you would prefer to
be guided through this exercise, so you do not have to remember what to do, it is available
as a downloadable audio on the album titled Stress Relief—Deep Relaxation Exercises
through StressManagementPlace.com or amazon.com. Besides the convenience, it also
includes unique, soothing music that helps to drown out distractive noise and aids with
relaxation.
Specific Title: Progressive Relaxation
Stress Relief Guided Relaxation Exercise – Progressive Relaxation

Prepare your environment for relaxation. Follow along with the Progressive Relaxation
instructions found in the Stress Relief – Progressive Relaxation audio file. Practice this
technique at least two times. On one of those times, do it immediately before you fall asleep
at night. Make sure it is the last thing you do before sleep.
Do it at times when you will not be disturbed. It lasts approximately 15 minutes.
After completing this exercise, consider the effect that this exercise had on you. Reflect
primarily on how you were feeling in relation to your stress levels.
Daytime (first time):
1.

How did you feel before the exercise?

2.

What was your experience during the exercise?

3.

How did you feel immediately after the exercise?
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4.

How did you feel several hours after completing the exercise?

Right before bed (second time):
1.

How did you feel before going to bed?

2.

How quickly did you fall asleep?

3.

How did you sleep?

4.

How refreshed did you feel in the morning?

5.

How did this differ from a typical night’s sleep?

Passive Progressive Relaxation
An interesting variation to Progressive Relaxation that is based on Mindfulness (See the
Mindfulness Workbook) is called Passive Progressive Relaxation. It has also been called the
Body Scan.
The Body Scan proceeds through the body progressively much the same way Progressive
Relaxation does, however, this time, rather than tightening and relaxing the muscles, you
simply put your attention on each portion of your body and observe it in a very nonjudgmental way.
Benefits

When you observe this way, you simply have observational thoughts about parts of your
body, thoughts that do not include any threat thoughts. You are present, in the moment, with
your physiology.
As you do this, you send the message to your nervous system, and then to all of your other
systems, that you are safe. There’s no need to turn on any tension. So you relax.

Body Scan Script:
•

A body scan script would sound something like this. I'm now observing my calf
and shin areas of my legs. I'm noticing the sensations happening there, without
trying to change anything. I'm simply observing these physical sensations. I can
notice my heartbeat, the tension, the connection of my shins with the floor, etc.”

Other Benefits
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•

This is one technique that I have used to help me fall asleep at night. While I’m
lying in bed, I begin by putting my awareness into my feet. I passively observe
what’s happening there. I slowly continue moving my awareness through each
part of my body toward my head in a slow effortless way. When I’ve done this, I
have never made it past my waist. I am out like a light as soon as I change my
focus from thoughts of my future and past to the observation of my body
sensations. It works every time.

Tips for Passive Progressive Relaxation
•

For some people, it may not seem like you are doing anything constructive if you
aren’t doing something. How could simply observing passively the different parts
of your body produce relaxation? My suggestion is to trust the process and watch
what happens. You’ll be surprised how powerful this simple relaxation technique
can be.

A guided audio version of this type of relaxation exercise is available. If you would prefer to
be guided through this exercise, so you do not have to remember what to do, it is available
as a downloadable audio on the album titled Stress Relief—Deep Relaxation Exercises
through StressManagementPlace.com or amazon.com. Besides the convenience, it also
includes unique, soothing music that helps to drown out distractive noise and aids with
relaxation.
Specific Title: Flowing Comfort
Stress Relief Guided Relaxation Exercise – Flowing Comfort

Prepare your environment for relaxation. Follow along with the Flowing Comfort instructions
found in the Stress Relief – Flowing Comfort audio file. Practice this technique at least two
times. On one of those times, do it immediately before you fall asleep at night. Make sure it
is the last thing you do before sleep.
Do it at times when you will not be disturbed. It lasts approximately 15 minutes.
After completing this exercise, consider the effect that this exercise had on you. Reflect
primarily on how you were feeling in relation to your stress levels.
Daytime (first time):
1.

How did you feel before the exercise?

2.

What was your experience during the exercise?

3.

How did you feel immediately after the exercise?

By Michael Olpin PhD

36

Mastering Stress Workbook 3 – REDUCING STRESS___________________________________

4.

How did you feel several hours after completing the exercise?

Right before bed (second time):
1.

How did you feel before going to bed?

2.

How quickly did you fall asleep?

3.

How did you sleep?

4.

How refreshed did you feel in the morning?

5.

How did this differ from a typical night’s sleep?

Summary
Progressive relaxation is a convenient technique because you can do parts of it almost
anywhere that you happen to be. You can easily push your shoulders up to your ears or make
a fist while you are sitting at your desk or driving in your car. You can easily put your
attention on areas of your body and simply observe those areas in a very passive way.
Wherever you are, it can produce profound results for muscular relaxation.

Autogenics
Everything should be made as simple as possible, but not simpler. —Albert
Einstein
When I was about twenty-two years old, I was watching a baseball game with my friend’s
father, Richard. He was a professor at Brigham Young University and well trained in sports
psychology. Part of his job was to work with athletes to help them develop their mental
game. Being a life-long athlete in several sports, I was very interested in what he had to say.
During the game, and many times thereafter, we discussed some very interesting ways to
help someone perform more proficiently in any sport.
He explained that:
•

Athletes need to find the right balance of tension and relaxation in order to perform
at an optimal level.

•

Most athletes, because of the problematic ways they think while performing, produce
far too much muscle tension.
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•

This results in poorer performance.
A golfer, for example, only needs a few specific muscles to swing the club and hit the
ball in the exact way to send it to the right place. All too often, because of worry or
anxious thoughts, too many muscles tense up. Boy, I really blew that last putt . . . I
don’t want to lose a ball in the water. .What will the people think about me when they
see what a lousy golfer I am? . . . I never seem to hit the ball where I want it to go.

All of these thoughts cause the fight-or-flight muscles to turn on. These are not the muscles
the golfer wants contracting while he’s hitting a long drive or a short putt. These tensionproducing thoughts lead to an imperfect swing and the ball flying off in the wrong direction.
Benefits

Richard told me about an interesting technique that helped elite athletes relax in a very
short amount of time. He explained that European athletes were using this method with
great success. It was very new and very unfamiliar to me. In fact, I had never heard of it
before, but I was willing to try it.
Richard gave me an audiotape of a relaxation exercise called autogenic training or
autogenics. Eagerly, I went to my room, put the tape in my stereo, lied down on my bed, and
started listening to a soothing voice suggest to me that my body felt heavy and warm. I tried
this technique several times and each experience was peaceful and relaxing.
Sometimes, I became so relaxed I felt like I was sinking through my bed or floating above it.
Other times, I felt like my body was moving in a gentle spinning motion. Each experience was
extremely pleasant. I had no sense of panic or worry. I felt such deep relaxation afterward
that I quickly decided that autogenics was another Power Tool for managing stress.
How to do Autogenics
•

Autogenics is done while lying on your back or seated in a recliner chair.

•

Once situated, you begin by focusing internally and putting your attention on a
specific area of your body.

•

While taking slow deep breaths, repeat over and over (up to six times each) such
phrases as: “My arms and hands feel heavy,” “My legs and feet feel warm,” or “My
heart is calm and relaxed.”

Other Benefits
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Studies have suggested that common physiological responses to autogenics include
decreases in heart rate, decreases in respiration and muscle tension, and increases in
alpha brainwave activity (measured by an EEG) indicating mental calmness. Autogenics has
been used successfully in the treatment of several symptoms of physical stress including
insomnia, tension headaches, muscle tension, migraines, and high blood pressure. It has
also been effective in helping anxiety, phobic disorders, and other related mental illnesses. It
successfully decreases the stress response and the resulting symptoms of stress.
I taught a yoga class at a fitness center on Saturday mornings several years ago. We always
ended these weekly sessions with some type of relaxation exercise. On one particular day, I
guided the class through a short session of autogenics. When it was over, a woman came up
to me and told me that she had never felt so relaxed and peaceful in her life. She really
enjoyed the yoga session, but she said the relaxation exercise was incredible.
Then, and in a slightly guarded way, she asked me if I had seen her floating. She explained
to me that she felt like she had been floating about three feet off the floor. I let her know
that she had remained on the floor. I asked if she felt uncomfortable while that was
happening. She assured me that she felt wonderful the whole time.
These unusual sensations occasionally happen to students in my stress management
classes. Every time someone reports these strange sensations, I ask them if they were
uncomfortable. No one yet has complained or mentioned that the occurrences were
unpleasant.
I have researched this phenomenon for years and have not found an explanation for these
uncommon sensations that occur during relaxation, and most frequently with autogenics.
Consider this
Ninety-nine percent of the time, nothing strange happens while people practice relaxation
exercises.

•

However, if on those rare occasions you do experience unusual sensations, it is best
to treat it in a casual sort of way. Unless it is unpleasant, just go with it and see what
happens.

• Don’t resist or make a big deal out of it or make it more than it is. Just take what you
get and observe it happening.

Tips for Successful Autogenic Training
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•

Due to the nearly hypnotic nature of autogenics, it is probably best to receive
guidance while doing this exercise, as I did with Richard’s audio tape. With direction,
you will be more likely to see success because the mind easily wanders as it
becomes more relaxed and the suggestions for relaxation will cease.

A guided audio version of this type of relaxation exercise is available. If you would prefer to
be guided through this exercise, so you do not have to remember what to do, it is available
as a downloadable audio on the album titled Stress Relief—Deep Relaxation Exercises
through StressManagementPlace.com or amazon.com. Besides the convenience, it also
includes unique, soothing music that helps to drown out distractive noise and aids with
relaxation.
Specific Title: Autogenics
Stress Relief Guided Relaxation Exercise – Autogenics

Prepare your environment for relaxation. Follow along with the Autogenics instructions found
in the Stress Relief – Autogenics audio file. Practice this technique at least two times. On
one of those times, do it immediately before you fall asleep at night. Make sure it is the last
thing you do before sleep.
Do it at times when you will not be disturbed. It lasts approximately 15 minutes.
After completing this exercise, consider the effect that this exercise had on you. Reflect
primarily on how you were feeling in relation to your stress levels.
Daytime (first time):
1.

How did you feel before the exercise?

2.

What was your experience during the exercise?

3.

How did you feel immediately after the exercise?

4.

How did you feel several hours after completing the exercise?

Right before bed (second time):
1.

How did you feel before going to bed?

2.

How quickly did you fall asleep?

3.

How did you sleep?

4.

How refreshed did you feel in the morning?
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5.

How did this differ from a typical night’s sleep?

Summary
Autogenics is a unique and very powerful method for relaxing your mind and body. By using
the power of suggestion to create feelings of warmth and heaviness, the body responds by
returning to its natural state of balance and relaxation.

Guided Imagery
Visualization. It has been called “going to the movies” and it may be the
most important part of your mental package. —Ray Floyd
Using the principles of hypnosis, researchers have found some interesting tools that tap the
power of the subconscious mind, as I described in the first Workbook. One of these is
mental imagery.
Guided imagery is the term for the process of using the imagination to create specific mental
pictures to improve performance or help you relax.
When you fear something, that fear produces images about future events. Often, you’ll see
potentially painful outcomes in your imagination. These painful images are what initiate the
stress response. To your brain, the imagined events are as real as something that is actually
happening. On the flip side, if you can imagine yourself relaxing on a tropical beach in
Hawaii, your body will react as if you are actually there. Again, the converse is true: If you are
actually on a beautiful beach in Hawaii, but your mind is imagining all the unpleasant things
you have to do when you get home, your body will activate the stress response.
Guided imagery uses the imagination to create specific mental images to improve
performance or induce relaxation. The main reason it works so well is that when you imagine
something very pleasant, there’s typically no perception of a threat. When you don’t sense a
threat, there’s no reason for the stress response to kick in. If you imagine a relaxing scene
where you are completely safe, your body will react as if you are truly in that safe place.
Try this
You may have heard of this before, but the power of imagery is only experienced when you
try it on your own.

Close your eyes and imagine that there is a big, ripe, juicy lemon sitting on the table directly
in front of you. Picture the lemon including its size, weight, texture, smell, etc. Imagine the
lemon as clearly as possible.
By Michael Olpin PhD

41

Mastering Stress Workbook 3 – REDUCING STRESS___________________________________

Now take an imaginary, but very sharp, cutting knife and cut the lemon into several pieces.
Bring one of the sections up to your nose and smell it. Feel the juices of the lemon leaking
down onto your hands.
Now take a big bite out of one of the sections of lemon . . . and then another big bite.
Imagine the juices of this sour lemon exploding in your mouth as you chew this lemon slice.
(I love to watch people, whose eyes are closed, as they bite down on their imaginary lemon.
Their mouths and eyes pucker up and they give very sour looking faces.)
Now open your eyes.
Did you have any extra saliva in your mouth? Usually, about four out of five people who try
this say that their mouths were definitely watering.
How could that be if there was no real lemon? This shows that the body treats an imagined
event the same way as a real event. This is why our imagination can be so powerful. We can
use this tool to our benefit with guided imagery and stress reduction.
Benefits

The main reason why it works so well to reduce the stress response is that when you
imagine something very pleasant, it usually lacks any perception of a threat. If you don’t
sense any threat, the stress response has no reason to turn on. If you imagine a relaxing
scene where you are completely safe, your body thinks you really are in that safe place.
Research on guided imagery has shown that it is effective for improving such maladies as
high blood pressure, chronic pain, asthma, obesity, bone fractures, headaches, and even
some types of cancer. It has also been used successfully in such areas as sports
performance and recovery from chemical dependencies. It is especially effective in
producing deep relaxation in those who practice it regularly.
How to do Guided Imagery

When using guided imagery for turning off the stress response,
•

You usually sit or lie down in a place where you won’t be disturbed.
The lights are turned down and the room temperature should be warm and
comfortable.
Sometimes, relaxing music is used to facilitate the process. (A brief list of excellent
music is included later in this book.)

•

Once situated, you close your eyes.
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•

You may do some brief and simple relaxation exercises to calm down such as deep
restful breathing, a body scan, or progressive relaxation. Initially, you don’t need to
spend more than two or three minutes relaxing.

•

Then you begin to use your imagination.

Tips for Successful Guided Imagery

•

There is virtually no limit to what you can imagine to enhance your relaxation. Some
common imagery scenes include visualizing yourself at the beach, in a forest, in the
mountains, by a still lake, or by a running river. There seems to be something very
relaxing about being out in nature.

•

Anything can happen in the imagination, so you can experiment until you find the
most relaxing place where you are peaceful and serene.
I worked with this for a while until I found a scene that is deeply relaxing for me. I
picture myself sitting by a very still lake surrounded by a beautiful forest and huge
majestic mountains in the distance. This lake is the focus of my imagery. I see it
completely still, reflecting the distant scenery. The stillness of the lake creates
profound stillness in me, as I remain focused on it.

•

It is important to use as many of your senses, as clearly as possible, to create a calm
and relaxing environment, and quickly bring feelings of deep relaxation to your mind
and body. You may visualize walking on a beach with the waves lapping on the sand
and the warm sun in a clear, blue sky overhead. You might hear the sounds of
seagulls and feel a light breeze and touch the sand under your feet.

•

How long you remain in this imagined place is up to you. A few minutes of relief from
the pressures of the day can be all you need to relax and recharge. Certainly, there is
no harm in “hanging out” in your relaxing place and developing it as fully as you
desire.

A guided audio version of this type of relaxation exercise is available. If you would prefer to
be guided through this exercise, so you do not have to remember what to do, it is available
as a downloadable audio on the album titled Guided Deep Relaxation Exercises through
StressManagementPlace.com. Besides the convenience, it also includes unique, soothing
music that helps to drown out distractive noise and aids with relaxation.
Specific Titles Include:
Guided Imagery – Finding Peace in Nature
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Guided Imagery – Still Mountain Lake
Guided Imagery – Relaxing Island Lake
Guided Imagery – Relaxing on the Beach
Guided Imagery – Serene Mountains
Guided Imagery - Floating through Colors
Guided Imagery – Inner Wisdom
Guided Imagery – Inner Energy
Guided Imagery – Inner Workshop

Stress Relief Guided Relaxation Exercise – Guided Imagery

Prepare your environment for relaxation. Follow along with the Guided Imagery instructions
found in the Stress Relief – Guided Imagery audio files. Practice this technique at least two
times. On one of those times, do it immediately before you fall asleep at night. Make sure it
is the last thing you do before sleep.
Do it at times when you will not be disturbed. It lasts approximately 15 minutes.
After completing this exercise, consider the effect that this exercise had on you. Reflect
primarily on how you were feeling in relation to your stress levels.
Daytime (first time):
1.

How did you feel before the exercise?

2.

What was your experience during the exercise?

3.

How did you feel immediately after the exercise?

4.

How did you feel several hours after completing the exercise?

Right before bed (second time):
1.

How did you feel before going to bed?

2.

How quickly did you fall asleep?

3.

How did you sleep?

4.

How refreshed did you feel in the morning?

By Michael Olpin PhD

44

Mastering Stress Workbook 3 – REDUCING STRESS___________________________________

5.

How did this differ from a typical night’s sleep?

Summary
There are a wide variety of ways to use your imagination to produce relaxation. Whether
you’re simply wanting to relax, getting ready for a presentation or a sporting event, or just
trying to reach a goal that’s important to you, visualizing has been found to be valuable. As I
mentioned before, there are no limits to what you can experience in your imagination. So
have fun and thoroughly enjoy the process. Be playful. Don’t take it too seriously. The more
serious you are with the process, the harder it will be to imagine clearly.

Power Tool 5 – Exercise
If you’ve been telling your body to run from something all day, the smartest
thing you can do is follow through on that message . . . and go for a run.
—Michael Olpin
It has been said that there is no better “health pill” than exercise. It’s true. There is probably
nothing better for our general health and well being than cardiovascular or aerobic exercise. It
is unquestionably the best medicine.
But why would we consider exercise to be one of the best ways to help us manage our
stress?
Think of a typical stress-filled day. Maybe a series of things go wrong at work—you miss a
deadline, or there's a sudden pile-up of projects. Maybe you have stressors at home, like a
sick child. Maybe you got stuck in rush hour traffic and were late for an appointment.
When these things happen, the stress response kicks in, a deep, primal reaction akin to
what our ancestors experienced when a grizzly suddenly appeared. If you have ever been in
similar situations that activate the stress response, you understand how the physical and
emotional tension It doesn’t matter if there is no bear; your body doesn’t recognize the
difference between a traffic jam and a threatening grizzly, or a missed deadline for that
matter. It just senses a threat and gears up for action.
Simply knowing this can help you do something healthy with that stress response—get some
physical activity. After all, your body is already cranked up and ready to move, so use that to
your advantage. Run; exercise; work out!
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Benefits of Exercise

•

•
•
•
•

Exercise uses the hormones adrenaline and cortisol that flood the bloodstream and
every cell during the stress response. Remember extra cortisol may lead to more fat
around the waistline.
Exercise utilizes the increased blood sugar and increased muscle tension that has
built up during the stress response.
People who exercise tend to sleep more deeply and have more restorative rest in
shorter periods of time.
People who exercise have stronger bodies and are more resistant and resilient to the
dangerous effects of chronic stress.
During and after exercise, the body releases “feel good” chemicals called endorphins
that reduce pain and help you feel happier. They probably give you this “feel good”
signal so you’re more likely to do it again. The body knows what is good for it and
gives you good feeling feedback to do more of the same.

So, what is the best type of exercise for managing stress?
The answer is simple. The very best exercise is the one you will do!
If you like walking, walk. If you like swimming, swim. If you like playing tennis, go play! If you
like Zumba, dance like crazy! Just do something!
Tips for Successful Exercise
•

•
•
•

•

Find things that you enjoy doing. For me, a stair stepper machine is a torture, even if it
is in front of a television. On the other hand, I can easily ride my bike for two hours
and enjoy every minute of it, and time flies when I play racquetball.
Find two or three types of exercise and alternate them as frequently as is appropriate
for you, but at least exercise three or four times a week.
When you feel tense and agitated, enjoy the activities you have chosen.
Start slowly and don’t overdo it. If you have not jogged for quite a while, and you feel
so stressed you decide to run five miles and over exert yourself, the pain that you will
feel, both during and after the jog, might be worse than the stress itself.
Make it a habit. Once you begin to include exercise in your daily activities, you will be
amazed how good you feel.

Try this
Here is a very good, safe, and pain-free method for starting and continuing an exercise
program:
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•

•

•

Determine what your maximum workout might be and begin at about half of that
amount. If you are certain that you can run four miles, but it will take almost
everything you have, begin by going two miles as your baseline.
Each time you exercise, add just a little bit of distance or time and add just a little bit of
intensity (sprint for a block or go at a slightly faster pace). Little by little, your body
will condition itself for whatever you are doing.
This principle can be applied to any exercise routine you choose.

Summary
The worst thing you can do after a day of telling yourself you should be running from, or
fighting the big bear, is to sit stagnantly stewing in all the stress hormones flooding your
body.

On the flip side, there is nothing better for your health and well being than following through
on those messages and running and/or fighting, which in our day, we call exercise. Just be
sure to find activities that you like to do. You are far more likely to do them and keep doing
them and getting those terrific benefits from exercise. If you can’t think of an exercise that
looks appealing, look for people who are smiling and happy while they work out and just do
what they do!

Power Tool 6 – Sleep
Sleep is the best meditation. —Dalai Lama
Stress affects the quantity and quality of sleep that people get. Not only are people getting
less sleep than they should get because they are stressed, they are also getting a lower
quality of sleep when they are stressed.
Did you know

Most of us get about an hour’s less sleep than we should each night. In a week’s time, that
adds up to a full night of missed sleep—and more than 50 missed nights in a year. No
wonder one in five Americans suffers from chronic sleep deprivation.
Consider this
Many times people don't get enough deep, relaxing, restorative rest because they go to sleep
with the stress response still activated. As a result, their body spends its energy following
through on the message to fight or run, rather than rest, restore, and repair. Even though
people are asleep, they stay in the fight-or-flight mode. Because of this, it's possible to
awaken, in the morning, more tired than when they fell asleep. That's stressful!
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Insufficient and poor quality sleep can contribute to or result in these health problems:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Obesity
Decreased immune function
Increased risk for cancer
Increased risk for diabetes
Decreased growth hormone production
Decreased ability to think clearly
Diminished memory
Impaired brain cells
Alzheimer’s disease
Decreased learning and mental health
May increase the likelihood of several stress-related disorders including heart
disease, stomach ulcers, constipation, and mood disorders including depression.

It's pretty obvious when we don't get enough sleep, bad things happen when it comes to our
health!
How much sleep do you need?

There’s no single right amount of sleep for everyone. Some people do well with only 6 hours;
others need 9 or 10. Young children typically need between 11 or 12 hours a night, while
teenagers need 9 or 10. But for most adults, the optimal number is from 6 to 9 hours a
night.
Try this

The best way to find out how much sleep is right for you is to try this simple experiment.

• Set apart four or five days in a row when you don’t need to awaken particularly early
for any reason.

• Go to bed at the same time each night.
• Wake up in the morning without an alarm clock or any other distracting influences.
• Make a note of the time that you awakened each morning.
The average amount of time that you slept for those four nights is the amount of sleep that
you tend to need.
How long should it take to fall asleep?

Some people can fall asleep and stay asleep in a minute or two. For others, it takes more
than 30 minutes or even an hour before sleep kicks in. For these people, it may be stressful
By Michael Olpin PhD

48

Mastering Stress Workbook 3 – REDUCING STRESS___________________________________

just trying to go to sleep! The longer sleep doesn’t come, the harder they try to sleep. This
can actually make things worse.
Insomnia is the inability to fall asleep or stay asleep that occurs at least three nights a week
and lasts for 3 months. It can be acute or chronic. Many times this happens because while
lying there trying to fall asleep, the mind races with thoughts of everything that happened
today, and all the things that need to happen tomorrow.

Consider this
Your nervous system is listening to your conscious thoughts. If, while you’re lying in bed trying
to fall asleep, those thoughts involve DOING things, (today’s and tomorrow’s activities all
involve doing something), or worrying about things, (“uh-oh” thoughts), it keeps the body in a
mode related to activity or even turns on the stress response! This is not the kind of thinking
that the nervous system wants to hear in order to shut things down for the day.
This is Better

The best messages for falling asleep are those that focus on the present moment.
•

Put your attention on something that is happening here and now, like your breathing
or normal sensations in the body. Notice how great it feels to have your head sinking
into your pillow.

You will find yourself falling asleep so quickly you’ll be astounded.

Try this to fall asleep

It should not take any more than five or ten minutes to fall asleep.
•
•

•
•
•

If you have difficulty falling asleep, practice one of the relaxation exercises described
earlier in this Workbook.
Or use one of the Guided Relaxation Exercises available as downloadable audios on
the album titled Stress Relief—Deep Relaxation Exercises through
StressManagementPlace.com.
Simply listen to the relaxation exercise and follow the instructions just as they are
given.
As you sense the urge to nod off, don’t resist it. Just let it happen.
You’ll find that you fall asleep very quickly.
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Specific Titles Found on the Website:
Stress Relief – Deep Relaxation Exercises, Michael N. Olpin
The Power Nap

Restful Breathing
Progressive Relaxation
Autogenics
Flowing Comfort
Guided imagery
and many others.

Try this to stay asleep

If you find yourself waking up during the night or not being able to fall back asleep:
•
•

Practice one of the relaxation exercises described earlier in this Workbook.
Get up and do something else for a while, like yoga, reading, or cleaning. Then return
to your bed.

Tips for Better Sleep

There are many things that you can do to help improve your sleeping patterns. The more of
these you regularly do, the better sleep you’ll probably get, both in quantity and quality. To
improve your sleep, do these, on a regular basis:
•

•

•

Exercise – Along with all of the other great reasons to exercise, aerobic activity helps
pull you out of the stress response, utilizes the stress physiology, and creates the
feel-good chemicals we enjoy so much. People who exercise tend to go to sleep
faster, sleep deeper and get more restorative rest in a shorter amount of time.
Go to sleep earlier in the evening – Our ancestors did not enjoy the many modern
advances in technology, so for the most part, they went to sleep when it got dark. The
human wake and sleep cycle is naturally regulated by the bright light of day and the
darkness of night.
Don’t eat or drink caffeine and related substances before bed. Caffeine is a stimulant.
It’s not a relaxant. By consuming caffeine, you keep your body geared up for activity.
That’s not going to help you fall asleep.
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•

•

•

•

•

•

Put away your electronic devices 30 minutes before falling asleep. The light that the
body is exposed to with late-night television, computers, or other such devices may
disrupt natural sleep cycles and rhythms and make sleep less productive.
Keep your room as dark as possible while you sleep. Melatonin, the hormone that
helps sleep, cannot be produced in the presence of light. Even small night-lights may
have a big effect on your ability to stay asleep. This also goes for lights on alarm
clocks and electronics. Turn them away from you and put them on the dimmest
setting, or put black electrical tape over any tiny lights in your room.
Don’t eat, especially big meals, within 3-4 hours before going to sleep. Nothing takes
more energy, besides exercise than digestion, and your body is not made to digest
food lying down. If you need to eat, have a small snack with a little bit of protein, (too
much protein will help keep you awake), and carbs to help you avoid waking up
hungry during the night. Some good examples are peanut butter on toast or a bowl of
cereal.
Avoid sleep medication. Sleep medication might be necessary on rare occasions. The
problem with sleep medications is their addictive nature and other unwanted sideeffects. Oftentimes, the more you use them, the more you need them.
Avoid Wine Before Bed. Wine does have the ability to make you feel drowsy and
relaxed for sleep. The problem is that the alcohol in the wine will keep you in the
lighter stages of sleep, which is not the highest quality sleep, so you may not feel
rested when you waken. Alcohol is also a diuretic, which means that no matter how
much you drink, you will need to urinate more. This can cause more nighttime trips to
the bathroom, another sleep disruptor.
Make your room more conducive to sleeping. What you see before bed stays with
you, so a clean, organized room is a great place to start. Make sure that the room is
as dark as possible for sleeping and that great natural light is available during the
day. Limit your bedroom to a place for sleeping and sex, and paint the walls with more
subdued colors to enhance a relaxed feel.

What about Naps?
Sometimes, when you're sleep deprived, it can help to take a nap. The problem is most
people nap for too long. That can make you feel groggy. Recent research suggests that the
ideal nap should last only 10 to 15 minutes—in other words, a power nap. According to one
study, people who napped for just 10 minutes felt more refreshed and alert than those who
napped for any other length of time.
A nap should rarely last more than twenty minutes.

Try this
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To get the best, most restorative rest from a nap, try the Power Nap described earlier in this
Workbook.
•
•

Follow the script provided.
Or you can use the guided relaxation exercise called The Power Nap that is available
as a downloadable audio on the album titled Stress Relief—Guided Relaxation
Exercises through StressManagementPlace.com or amazon.com.
Stress Relief – Deep Relaxation Exercises, Michael N. Olpin

More Tips to Help You Fall Asleep

•
•

Practice Mindfulness. Put your mind on something that is happening in your current
environment. Use the principles and suggestions in the Mindfulness Workbook.
Worry journal – when something comes up, write it down. You can’t do anything about
it tonight; now you won’t worry about it until the morning.

Try this
Practice these ideas to improve your quality and quantity of sleep.

•
•
•
•

Inventory your room and decide how to make your room better for sleep.
Go to bed at the same time each day to see if it helps with sleep patterns.
Try eating a light meal 3-4 hours before bed.
Practice one of the relaxation exercises described earlier in this workbook or use a
guided relaxation exercise. Be sure to do this just before you fall asleep. Make sure
it’s the last thing you do before you close your eyes.

Summary
During the past twenty years that I have worked with people, helping them manage their
stress, which includes helping them improve their sleep, there have only been a small
handful of people who haven’t improved their sleeping experience by doing the things
suggested in this section.
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Power Tool 7 – Music
One good thing about music, when it hits you, you feel no pain. —Bob Marley
For many years, I have been researching and studying the effects of music on the mind and
body. There are mountains of research to show that certain types of music affect the mind
and body in certain ways. Some people are more affected by music than others. Some even
learn better and retain information better when the music they enjoy is being played.
Music can generate powerful feelings. You don’t have to be a Brainiac to see that music has a
powerful effect on the human psyche. Music can affect brainwave activity and can alter
moods. It can help people remember things, be more productive, and get “pumped up for big
games.” If you go to a football game, the band plays certain types of music to get you more
excited about the game.
It can expand an experience. If you watch a sad or scary movie, the music can make it much
more intense.
The first time I saw the movie Jaws, I was certain I would never go in the ocean again. I was
scared to death. Some years later, I watched the same movie again at home. But this time,
each time the “scary” parts were on, I turned the sound off and just watched the shark
emerge from the ocean, trying to eat everyone. Instead of being afraid, I was almost
chuckling, as I watched. I didn’t experience anything that resembled the sheer terror I felt
when I watched it the first time.
It is interesting how quickly the emotional state changes when ominous music is played.
Fortunately, the same is true for certain types of relaxing music. If you listen to certain types
of music, it can turn off the stress response and help you relax. It can help you alter your
physical state.
Some music can create the same effects in people as when they are doing a relaxation
exercise or while meditating. Certain types of music can affect brainwave activity in this way.
There is evidence to show that if a person is connected to an electroencephalograph (EEG)
machine and listens to specific music, he or she can have brainwave patterns that are the
same as those brainwave patterns that people have while they are meditating.
What music should I play?
We all like different types of music and for many different reasons. When I work out, I want
to listen to my favorite rock music. Others like to sing to opera or dance to country music.
Every type of music has its place.
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For real stress reduction, however, there is good evidence that two specific types of music
seem to have the most relaxing effect on the mind and body.
The first is classical music.
It appears that certain types of classical music seem to have a greater effect. This would
include music from the composers of the Baroque period of musical history.
Additionally, there is evidence that the more slow and structured movements—primarily the
adagio and largo movements—produce the greatest relaxation, even to the point of creating
brainwave activity similar to what occurs during deep relaxation, hypnosis, and meditation.
An adagio or largo movement is music that has a steady pace of around 60 beats per minute. It
is slow, methodical, and structured. When you listen to it, you immediately feel more
peaceful and serene.
One example of this type of music, among many, is the very beautiful Canon in D by
Pachelbel. As you listen to it, you can feel the structure, the balance, the continuation of
themes. Additionally, your physiology will naturally relax.
The second type of relaxing music comes within the broader genre known as New Age.
This type of music could be described as being something like wallpaper. At some level you
know it’s there, but you don’t really notice it too much. It’s almost always instrumental—no
vocals—and flows very smoothly.
There are various sub-genres of New Age music including;
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Meditative
Relaxing
New Instrumental
Space Music
Nature Sounds
Solitudes
Acoustic Guitar, and others.

People often ask me what music I use for stress relief exercises or as a relaxing background.
The following is a short list of some of the more prominent authors and composers whose
music tends to have a calming effect. You’ll notice that there are two lists. One of the lists is
of classical musicians, artists, and composers and the other list includes those of the New
Age genre. These two lists are certainly not comprehensive, but just a small sample of the
great music that is available today.
Classical Composers*
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Albinoni
Bach
Brahms
Handel
Haydn
Mozart
Pachelbel
Telemann
Vivaldi

*Remember to select the slower movements—adagio and largo—of these composers
New Age Artists
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Steven Halpern
Llewellyn
Iasos
Merlin’s Magic
2002
Deuter
Gandalf
Liquid Mind
Aeoliah
Carlos Nakai
Michael Hedges
Jeffrey Thompson
Enya

Try this
Go to one of the better online music sites such as Pandora, Spotify, or iTunes. Search for the
music of the New Age or Classical variety. Spend some time listening to some of the music
authors I listed above. Notice how you feel as you mindfully experience this type of music.

Or go to this website: https://www.focusatwill.com/
Once there, select either “Classical” or “Ambient” as background music (there are other
styles, but these two are the most relaxing) to play while you are working at your computer.
It’s free and simple to set up.
As you listen, notice which songs, or composers, feel the best to you. You might want to do
an Amazon search to purchase the music that becomes your favorites.
By Michael Olpin PhD

55

Mastering Stress Workbook 3 – REDUCING STRESS___________________________________

Summary
Music is a powerful ally in the battle over stress. Fortunately, you don't have to consciously
focus on the music to feel its healing benefits. I encourage you to find the music that feels
best to you. Try it out, test it, experiment, and see what works best for your needs. Many
online resources, libraries, and bookstores carry great music. Many times, you can sample
music online, in the comfort of your own home, before buying it. It doesn't get much easier
than that.

Power Tool 8 – Massage
Take care of your body. It's the only place you have to live. —Jim Rohn

I’d like to explain muscle tension through a demonstration:
Try This
Take something about the same size as a backpack full of books and hold it in your right
hand with your right arm extended straight out. How long can you hold it before your arm
feels pain and fatigue and eventually gives out?

Most people find it easy to hold the bag for a few seconds, but it becomes incredibly difficult
after a few minutes.
Why would that happen if the backpack hasn’t gotten any heavier?
The muscles are not designed to handle that much pressure for very long. They can’t bear it.
Think about this
If you're in the fight-or-flight response, what's one of the primary things that happen to your
muscles? They tighten up!
After a while, how will they feel? Even without changing the load they will begin to feel pain
and fatigue.
The same thing happens when you are stressed. If there is an “uh-oh” thought and the fight-orflight system turns on, even when someone is just sitting at a desk, muscles tighten. And
after a while, that can hurt.
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People who do massage work understand this and that is why the therapy of massage has
exploded over the last couple of decades. Massage helps people feel better.
Massage therapists have told me, for example, that sometimes when they work on people, it
is like they have steel beams in their shoulders. When they press in on those tight muscles,
it feels almost like a bone, because it is so hard. Those muscles have been in a continual
state of contraction.
You can imagine that after a while of being constantly contracting, in an effort to get some
help, the muscles might say, “Bag it. This is too hard for me. And I’m going to let you know
something is wrong by producing pain.”
Try this
Recall the muscle tension activity that I had you do when we talked about progressive
relaxation? Let’s do that again.

• Take your thumb and push in on your thigh with moderate force.
• Notice if you feel any pain.
• Now with your thumb or forefinger, push with equal force somewhere between your
neck and shoulder.

• Try to find one of those “rope-like” muscles that feels noticeably hard.
If you are like most people, you will feel more discomfort when you press on your neck and
shoulder muscles. This is because stress-related tension can become chronic and often settles
into the muscles of the upper back and shoulders.
Again, muscles become tense with activation of the fight-or-flight response. Because these
muscles maintain a constant state of activation, they are chronically contracting. When this
happens, the muscles contact pain receptor nerves and you feel muscle pain.
If this continues or keeps getting worse, you might end up with chronic muscle pain, and
maybe even fibromyalgia.

The Purpose of Massage

If you relax chronically contracting muscles, the pain goes away. Progressive relaxation is
one way to release muscle tension, another great way is massage.
Massage is particularly effective for relaxing the muscles. The purpose of massage is to work
on your “tight” muscles, to relax them directly through pressure and rubbing. As massage is
applied, muscles relax and the pain receptor nerves no longer become stimulated.
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This results in at least two healthy outcomes:
1.

Pain is relieved.

2.
The energy being expended in the muscles is freed and can be used elsewhere in the
body. Which means more energy for you.
Therapeutic massage typically leads to physical, mental, and emotional relaxation, and other
benefits.

Physically:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

Loosens your joints and improves your range of motion
Reduces muscle fatigue
Relieves cramps and muscle spasms
Improves blood flow and the movement of lymph throughout the body
Helps remove metabolic waste that comes from exercise or inactivity
Increases the flow of oxygen and nutrients to cells and tissues, this helps speed healing
from injury or disease
Relieves symptoms of stress such as a headache, chronic and acute pain, asthma,
arthritis, carpal tunnel syndrome, temporomandibular joint (TMJ) dysfunction, and
athletic injuries
Stimulates the release of endorphins, the body’s natural painkiller, so you feel better.

Mentally:
•
•
•
•

Can provide a state of relaxed alertness
Reduces mental stress
Increases your capacity for calm thinking and creativity
Improves the duration and quality of your sleep and increases your ability to concentrate.

Emotionally:
•
•
•

Can satisfy some of our need for caring and nurturing touch.
Improves feelings of well-being
Reduces anxiety.

Other Benefits:
•
•

Massage can help combat the negative effects of aging by improving tissue elasticity,
promoting immune system functioning, and relieving muscle aches and stiffness.
Athletes and other performers commonly use massage to help them relax, prepare for
performances, and speed up repair from injury.
By Michael Olpin PhD

58

Mastering Stress Workbook 3 – REDUCING STRESS___________________________________

•

After receiving a massage, people frequently report feeling lighter, more energized, and
more peaceful.

Try this
Even though this one happens to cost you some money to do it, I highly recommend that you
go to a massage therapist, every once in a while. Be sure to look for those who come highly
recommended by other people you trust.

In addition to personal recommendations, you should also look for people who are
experienced (usually, the longer they’ve practiced, the better they are), are skilled in a variety
of different types of massage, and can meet your individual needs.
Ultimately, the best way to find the therapist who is best for you is by trying several until you
find the one you like. Fortunately, this is a trial-and-error experiment that is usually well
worth your time.
Summary
There are a variety of types of massage. If you go to a massage therapist, you can usually
choose from several. I suggest that you try a variety of "modalities" and see which ones help
make you feel the best.

Given the variety, it's hard to go wrong with a massage. Nearly everyone I know (myself
included) who regularly receives massage finds them useful and beneficial, and perhaps
even more importantly, enjoyable.
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Power Tool 9 – Forgive, Detach, Release, Let Go
To forgive is to set a prisoner free and discover that the prisoner was you.
—Lewis B. Smedes
In almost all of the literature we have received, from a large number of enlightened thinkers
who have ever lived, we have been counseled to forgive. They've advised us that we should
be kind, rather than angry; loving, rather than hurtful; a peacemaker, rather than a
warmonger.
Forgiveness is implied in all of these.
To forgive simply means to let go of any emotional attachment that you have, usually in the
form of anger, toward another person or group of people, or your own self.
How to catch a Monkey
There is a well-known story of how people used to catch monkeys. They would put fruit in a
box with a small hole in the side of it. The hole was just big enough to put the monkey's hand
through so he could reach in and grab the fruit. However, the hole was too small for the
monkey to pull its hand back through with the fruit in its hand. In order to get its hand out,
the monkey had to let go of the fruit. Unwilling to let go, the monkey was doomed to be
captured.
Holding on to grudges, remaining angry, or refusing to let go of the pain that has come from
past experiences, keeps you emotionally in the grips of the thing that you’re hanging on to,
like the monkey hanging on to the fruit. Ultimately that “thing” gains control over you. You are
unwilling to escape, and you become doomed like the monkey.
Remember, anger activates the stress response. Long-lasting anger keeps the stress
response activated for long periods of time, resulting in enormous imbalances throughout
the body and chronic stress.
The way to get rid of this less-than-useful emotion that fills your present moment with
something less than happiness and peace is to forgive, release, detach, and let go.
Forgiving someone does not mean that you like what happened. It does not mean that the
other person is right.
It means that you have decided to release the past and the emotions that are attached to
those experiences and enjoy the present moment.

By Michael Olpin PhD

60

Mastering Stress Workbook 3 – REDUCING STRESS___________________________________

One of my students recently asked me an interesting question. She
wondered, "How do you not stay wrapped up in angry conversations you
had with someone and the emotions that accompanied that conversation?"
I thought for a moment, and then I replied that I try to detach myself from
the conversation.
“How can you possibly do that,” she asked. “It keeps running over and over
in my mind. I can’t seem to let go of it, no matter how hard I try.”
I answered her with the simple solution, “You stay mindful.”
In the Workbook on Mindfulness, I show you the enormous benefits of being mindful and the
simple steps to get there. When you find yourself seemingly unable to let go of anger, fear,
worry, or guilt-filled thoughts, mindfulness is the solution that puts an end to those painful
thoughts.
Recall from the Mindfulness Workbook the steps you take to change your angry thoughts to
more mindful ones.
•
•
•
•

You stop
You look
You accept (don’t judge)
You savor

Remember also that you can only have one thought at a time. If you are filling up your
present moment with forgiving, accepting, savoring thoughts, there’s no room for angry
thoughts.

How to Forgive

This is what you do when you forgive and let go:
•
•
•

•

You essentially say, “I no longer want to carry with me the burden of anger toward you
anymore.”
You overlook the perceived flaws of yourself or another person.
You function with the perspective that everyone is trying the best they can, with the
tools they currently have, as are you. Because of that, you can view them lovingly,
rather than in an angry way.
You let go of the expectations that people should act or be a certain way.
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•

You embrace them and their efforts with kindness, empathy, and caring.

When you forgive, you get to experience peace.

Try This
Bring to mind a person with whom you’ve been angry. Think of the specific activity, event, or
circumstance that caused you to choose to be angry with him or her.

Imagine that you are in a motorboat and behind you are the waves and wake of the water
you’ve left behind. The boat represents your present moment. The boat waves represent the
past, including the event that came to your mind.
Recognize that you can hold on to the events of the past—you can mistakenly believe that it
is possible to bring the waves back into the boat, or you can let them go. Which decision
creates a present moment that is peaceful? Ask yourself if you would prefer feeling peaceful
or angry.

Summary
Forgiveness is one of the most freeing acts humanly possible.

There is nothing you can do that will bring more peace to your mind and spirit than
forgiveness. This means forgiving others completely for whatever things you think they may
have done to you. This means forgiving yourself, letting go of your own past mistakes that
you can do nothing about now.
Forgiveness means moving on joyfully in the present. Forgiveness means giving up your
emotional attachment to any seemingly unpleasant component of people or situations.
When you let go, you get peace.

By Michael Olpin PhD

62

Mastering Stress Workbook 3 – REDUCING STRESS___________________________________

Improving Relationships
Relationships can be a significant source of stress for many people. Improving relationships can
significantly reduce stress and improve health and well-being.
Entire books have been written about ways to improve relationships. There are many that are
worth reading. For the purposes of this Stress Reduction Workbook, I’m interested in
focusing on those things you can do to prevent and reduce stress in your relationships.
One of our primary goals, when tension occurs in relationships, is to restore the relationship
to a positive and friendly state. This may not always be easy, but there are a few principles
you can immediately apply that will assist you in getting back to a more positive place in the
relationship.
As I go through these, they will sound familiar to you because we have explored them in this
and the other workbooks. However, they are sound principles that seem to work wherever
they are applied.
Let's imagine that something has happened that has produced a strain on your relationship
with a close friend. You care deeply for this person, but because of what happened, you are
reticent to address the issue. You believe it will be easier to avoid her. You sense the
emotional strain whenever you think of her.
What can you do to restore the relationship?

Relationship Suggestions
Upgrade your demands to preferences – As I mentioned in the Stress Prevention Workbook,
you are always free to choose to change how you think about things. For example, rather
than “demand” that someone does things in certain ways, you can upgrade your demand to
a preference. You can prefer that things happen in a certain way, but they don’t necessarily
“have to” happen that way.

Then, when things don’t happen the way you think they should, you find you are less
attached to the result and less likely to come unglued. When you upgrade your demand to a
preference, you allow for more flexibility regarding circumstances and situations; you tend to
be more forgiving.
For Example:
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You might have a demand that the people in your family put the toilet seat back down after
they use the bathroom. If you demand this outcome, and it doesn’t happen the way you
“must” have it, you’re going to feel angry, which can lead to stress.
If you upgrade this demand to a preference, you’ll encounter the same toilet seat, prefer that
it be different than it is, put it where you want it, and continue with your day more peacefully.
Practice empathy - In your conversations, and especially in conversations when the person is
showing emotional energy, the best way to listen is with empathy.

Empathy involves seeking first to understand; listening to understand what the person is
both saying AND feeling without including judgments or your own autobiography.
People tend to feel more connected to you, and relationships deepen when they feel that you
support and affirm them when they know that you understand what they are feeling without
judging them or diverting into your own experiences and stories.
In the Stress Prevention Workbook, I shared with you the value of empathy and also ways to
develop this enormously important interpersonal skill. To further learn about empathic
listening, study one of Stephen Covey’s 7 Habits called, “Seek First to Understand.”
Practice forgiveness – Earlier in this workbook, I explained the stress-reducing benefits of
forgiveness along with some ways that you can practice forgiveness.

In your relationships, if you want to find peace, practice forgiveness. Be forgiving.
Forgiving someone when you feel they have “wronged” you is one of the most freeing actions
you can do to improve your relationship. When you forgive, you release your emotional
attachment to the “cause” of your current negative feelings.
Be mindful – Mindfulness is a master key to finding more joy and happiness in your
relationships. As I outlined in the Mindfulness Workbook, being mindful when you are with
people means you are really with them, rather than just being around them. You experience
them as they are now, without judgment. In your present moment, you let your senses bring
to your awareness, as much as possible, what you are able to observe here and now.

Recall the 4 steps to mindfulness: Stop, Look, Accept, and Savor. When you are this way with
your favorite people, you finally get to experience them fully, and as a result, you build and
strengthen better relationships.
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Be Kind – Stephen Covey said that Love is a verb. What he meant is that you create love by
being loving and doing loving things.

What we give out tends to return to us.
If we want love, if we want friendship, if we want compassion, we need to increasingly give
these kinds of things to others. One of the best ways to do that is through service. Service is
a large part of the reason that a sacrificing mother's love for her children is so bonding and
so boundless.
When we willingly give of ourselves to genuinely help others, the quality of our relationships
expands. We also find that we have more peace within ourselves. Small and simple acts of
kindness can make a big difference. Some have said that it is the most life-affirming thing to
leave a gift with everyone they meet, even if that gift is just a smile.
When increasing kindness, keep in mind that most of us are usually doing the very best we
can, with the tools we currently have. We all make mistakes and have difficult things going
on in our lives. We all have challenges and hardships. We tend to make our decisions based
on where we've been. Sometimes those decisions aren't the wisest ones, but generally,
people are trying their best. Kindness tends to turn away anger, smother the stress
response, and create stronger long-lasting relationships.
Think Win-Win – We thoroughly explored this principle in the Stress Prevention Workbook
and also in the book Sam Bracken and I recently wrote titled Unwind!

Win-Win means that when you are making a decision that involves someone else, and
there’s a potential benefit in the outcome of the decision, you not only want the best for
yourself, but you also want the best for whoever else is involved.
To learn more about Win-Win, read through the information in the Stress Prevention
Workbook and in our book titled Unwind! You can also study Stephen Covey’s thorough
analysis of Win-Win in his book, The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People.
Keep Perspective – Keep the big picture in mind. Imagine how things would be if your
favorite people in your life were no longer there. Or what if they had only had a few weeks to
live?

Ideas like this change our perspective on what is really important, especially when it comes
to our relationships.
It has been said, "Don't sweat the small stuff, and it's all small stuff."

By Michael Olpin PhD

65

Mastering Stress Workbook 3 – REDUCING STRESS___________________________________

The next time you are angry with someone, ask yourself if you would still be upset if you
knew this person was dying or was not going to be around anymore. See if the thing you are
upset about is something you can let go, and replace it with gratitude that this person is still
alive and a part of your life.
Try this
The next time you find yourself with your favorite people, consciously practice these
principles: upgrade your demands to preferences; practice mindfulness, forgiveness, and
empathy; be kind; think win-win, and keep perspective.

Watch what happens as you apply them. Take note of the ways your favorite people respond
to you. Notice how you feel, as well. Take a moment to determine if the way they respond to
you is different than the way they normally respond to you.
Summary
For most of us, our relationships are the most precious parts of our lives. Our family, friends,
and the close people we have around us all help to create the richness of a fulfilling life.

We can compare the relationship you have with people to the relationship you have with your
car. If you don’t take care of your car with regular maintenance, the car will start to break
down. If you don’t do something when it breaks down, very soon it ceases to work at all.
Some relationships roll along like the finely tuned car. We love to be in them and we enjoy
the ride they provide. Other times, when we forget to take care of them, they start to break
down; problems result and they’re not as much fun anymore.
You probably wouldn’t think twice about doing what is needed to keep your car in good
shape, or repairing it when it breaks down. Relationships require even more constant
attention. Sincerely try these ideas to improve your relationships, reduce your stress, and
enhance your life.

More Stress Reducing Tools
The Power Tools I described above work very well to reduce physical, psychological or
emotional stress. They each have, as one of their primary purposes, the improvement of
psychological and emotional well-being. They can be applied as frequently as you’d like to
help you feel better.
There is a large list of additional activities that have been found to help reduce stress. One’s
original reason for doing them is usually for something other than the reduction of stress.
However, stress reduction is frequently a by-product when you do the activity.
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In other words, you do the activity for one reason, but in the process, your stress levels
decrease.
Activities with Stress Reduction as a Natural By-Product
There are three types of activities that help you manage or reduce your stress.
•

The first is Physical types of activities that tend to interrupt the stress response and
bring your body back to a more balanced state.

•

The second is feel-good activities that bring peace by causing your mental focus to
come back to a better state.

•

The third is the release of pent-up negative emotions that cause you to feel awful and
out of balance.

Physical Activities
We have already discussed exercise as an incredibly great way to utilize the stress response
and create feelings of relaxation. Here are some others.
Sex

Why would sex be a useful way to reduce stress? Because the sex response looks very much
like the exercise response and the stress response.
There is a phase of warming up, the intensity increases, the physiological systems designed
for maximum power and speed turn on; after a period, the climax occurs, which is similar to
maximal exertion in exercise (or running full speed away from the big bear).
Soon after climax, the body naturally turns off all of these energy-producing systems and
goes through a period of exhaustion, which, in the sex response, is extremely relaxing.
There are many physical, emotional, and social benefits from having sex. From a purely
physiological standpoint, sex can be a very relaxing experience, as long as it is okay with
both partners. Obviously, rape or anything similar to it is not sex. However, if sex is
consensual and appropriate, both partners can benefit greatly from the relaxation that
naturally occurs.
Try this
Notice how your body feels right after you have sex. Tune in to this pleasant state of
relaxation. Deep relaxation is the opposite of the stress response. This is the type of
relaxation you want to achieve after other stress management exercises, as well.

By Michael Olpin PhD

67

Mastering Stress Workbook 3 – REDUCING STRESS___________________________________

Humor and Laughter

Much has been written about the beneficial nature of humor and laughter. Good research
has shown that laughing has many beneficial qualities. Laughter really is one of the best
medicines. Here’s how.
Physical benefits
•
•
•
•
•

Increases “feel good” chemicals like endorphins and dopamine and reduces pain.
Tones muscles in the face and abs
Increases antibodies in saliva, and decreases serum cholesterol
Liberates interleukin-2 and other immune-boosters
Reduces stress and increases the relaxation response

Mental Benefits
•
•
•

Increases creativity and problem-solving ability
Enhances memory for humorous material
Increases ability to cope with stress by providing alternatives and a less serious
perspective on things

Emotional Benefits
•
•
•

Increases mood and feelings of well-being
Reduces depression, anxiety, and tension
Increases self-esteem, resilience, hope, optimism, energy, and vigor

Social benefits
•
•
•

Increases attractiveness to others, friendliness, and altruism
Bonding with friends and family, and reinforcement of group identity
Happier marriages and close relationships

Try This
Spend an evening watching your most favorite comedy movie. You can do it alone or with
some of your favorite people, but only for the single purpose of enjoying a happy evening of
laughter.

See if you feel the same way as my students who report how beneficial this was for them.
They say it felt like a break from the chaos of their hectic week; it is sort of like a mini
vacation.
By Michael Olpin PhD

68

Mastering Stress Workbook 3 – REDUCING STRESS___________________________________

Hot Tubs/Warm Baths

When the muscles are warm, they tend to relax. A warm hot tub brings heat to all the
muscles in the body simultaneously. Also, when people are in a hot tub, they tend to become
more mindful as their thoughts focus on how good the warm water feels. When there is no
perception of a threat, the stress response tends to turn off and you enjoy the release from
stress and the benefits of the relaxation response.
Try this
Soak in a hot tub or a warm bath. Interrupt the stress response by changing your
surroundings. Place lit aromatic candles around the bathtub. Soak in warm water while
playing relaxing music, and let the peaceful environment and soothing warm water
completely relax your body and mind.

Listen to your body

When you are under stress, your body sends you signals indicating that it is on overload.
Typical signs of overload, as I mentioned in the first Workbook, include such symptoms as
•
•
•
•
•

Fatigue
Headache
Muscle pain
Irritability
Inability to concentrate.

Tune in to these signals and become familiar with those that occur most frequently.
Try this
If you notice a headache coming on each time you feel overwhelmed, this is a signal that
your stress response has been activated. At the onset of these symptoms, try something that
is included in this Workbook to stop the stress response.

Ideas include mindfulness, meditation, yoga, relaxation exercises, humor, massage, relaxing
music, or any of the other stress-reducing tools to help you unwind. Be sure to take notes on
which methods work best for you and your unique symptoms of stress.

Change your physiology
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You can change how you feel by changing how your body is positioned. An energized, happy
person has a certain physiology. She holds her face, her shoulders, and her body in a certain
way—upright and secure. She even breathes a certain way, fully, deeply and relaxed.
Conversely, a depressed person positions herself in a very different way. She may move
more slowly, her shoulders may sag, and even her voice may become shallow and hard to
hear.
You can trick your emotions into feeling better by putting your body into the position that it
usually feels when you are happy and energized. Curiously, emotions will often follow the
body’s physiology.
Try this
Begin by smiling. Next, push your shoulders back, and sit up or stand up straight. Take a full,
deep breath to completely fill your lungs with air. Raise your head and look up. Raise your
eyebrows and clap your hands several times above your head.

As you do this—as strange as it sounds—you will notice yourself immediately feeling better.
Another smart way to change your physiology, and thereby change how you feel, is by
exercising. Doing something active requires more oxygen, which requires deep breathing,
alertness, and a positive, energetic body posture.
Exercise also causes the release of endorphins, which reduces pain and increases
dopamine and other chemicals that help you feel good.

Get into Nature

There is something uniquely relaxing about nature.
On one occasion, I spent about a week by myself in a cabin located in the mountains near a
ski resort in Utah. It was summertime, so I spent a lot of time outdoors walking, hiking,
exploring, and enjoying the beauty of the mountains, trees, streams, and wildlife. I couldn’t
check my e-mail or talk on the phone. There was a television, but I avoided watching it. I
used that week to simply “be” without having to do anything in particular.
The most striking aspect of this experience occurred when the week was over and I returned
home. I was surprised and almost dismayed at the pace of city life. Everyone seemed to be in
such a hurry. Cars rushed everywhere. People spoke too fast. Everything felt far too busy. I
wanted to say to everyone, “Slow down. Everything is just fine. Why be in such a rush?”

By Michael Olpin PhD

70

Mastering Stress Workbook 3 – REDUCING STRESS___________________________________

Try This
When I find things overwhelming and I want to return to a more sane, peaceful state, I like to
take a break and get on my bike or put on my trail running shoes and jog to my favorite
outdoor places where I can be alone with Mother Nature.

For a few minutes each day, enjoy the beauty of nature.
•
•

Get outside Go to a park or your backyard. Take a walk. Look at the sky. Walk
barefoot in the grass. Watch the birds nearby.
Gaze at the sky. Either at night or during the day, sit back and observe the heavens.
Pondering the vastness of the universe can make many problems seem less
significant. Realize that the sky is perfect in every way, yet it is always changing.
Consider this as a good metaphor for your own life.

Try This
Sometimes it is not possible to go to a peaceful place in nature. You can still get similar
benefits if you:

Imagine that you are somewhere in nature.
•

It might be in the mountains, by a lake, in a valley, at the beach, or in the woods. See
the color of the sky, hear the sounds of the surf, feel the water touch your feet.
Imagine yourself alone, safe, and happy. Take a deep breath and enjoy the feeling of
this peaceful scene.

If this is difficult for you, you might want to try the guided imagery called Mountain Lake. You
can find it on Stress Relief - Deep Relaxation Exercises by Dr. Michael Olpin at
www.stressmanagementplace.com.

Feel Good Activities
Hobbies

Hobbies go hand in hand with mindfulness. By doing something you enjoy and that takes
focus, you keep your mind from going into the past and future where there are fear-based,
stressful thoughts. Staying in the moment and enjoying the now, brings peace.
A hobby is any activity that you might do for enjoyment, to the exclusion of everything else.
When you participate in activities where your attention is focused, and you do them for no
other reason than to enjoy them, you immediately feel relaxed.
Remember, when the mind is able to focus on what is happening here and now, you get
peace. When you sense no threat, you get relaxation.
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Try this
Take up a new or old interest. A short list of common hobbies might include art, poetry,
woodworking, sports, fishing, camping, hiking, knitting, scrapbooking, playing a musical
instrument or listening to music, genealogy, racing, sewing, crafts, shopping, gardening,
working on cars, building, traveling, board games, baking and taste-testing different foods, or
flying kites. Just about anything you do for the sheer fun of it could be considered a hobby and
is, therefore, relaxing.

Pat yourself on the back

A little bit of self-congratulation can go a long way toward feeling better about yourself.
Unfortunately, we are sometimes quick to judge our actions negatively when we think we
haven’t measured up and slow to congratulate ourselves on a job well done.
Try this
When you are successful at something, take a moment to allow yourself to feel good about a
job well done. You may want to write down your accomplishments or share them with
someone who cares about you.

Keep agreements

An agreement is a verbal or non-verbal commitment that you plan to complete a certain
action. If you say you will do something, and then you do it, you have kept an agreement.
When you keep agreements, you preserve your integrity. Keeping agreements can lead to
feelings like happiness, satisfaction, inner peace and increased self-esteem.
Lying, cheating, and stealing are examples of not keeping agreements. When you don’t keep
agreements, you may create feelings of ill will, guilt, anger, depression, and low self-esteem.
These feelings can be as detrimental to your health and well-being as viruses or other
pathogens.
Keeping agreements, both with yourself and with others, is one of the greatest
demonstrations that you are choosing to be responsible for your life and the outcomes you
create.
Try this
Keep track of how well you keep your agreements for one week. Examine your feelings when
you know you have kept your promises. Also, examine how you feel when you do not keep
your agreements. Write these differences down and determine how you can better preserve
your integrity.

By Michael Olpin PhD

72

Mastering Stress Workbook 3 – REDUCING STRESS___________________________________

Focus on the needs of others

When you serve someone else, you tend to not dwell on your own “problems.” You become
more compassionate toward the people you help. Many people report that service helped to
take their mind off the things that were pressing in your their life.
Other benefits of service are a sense of oneness with another person. People often report
that they gain a new perspective on their own challenges. They develop an attitude of
gratitude instead of self-pity. They also feel more empowerment and fulfillment from helping
others in need.
Doing service that takes sacrifice on the part of the giver is even more satisfying, especially
if the person does the nice deed anonymously.
Feelings of love and caring are directly opposite to those fight-or-flight feelings we associate
with defensiveness, resistance, and threat.
Try this
Do something nice for someone else without letting anyone know you did it. Examine your
feelings and write about this activity in a journal.

Distance yourself

Parents sometimes use “time-out” for misbehaving kids. An effective “time-out” is NOT a
punishment. It is a time for the child to take a break, gather his thoughts, and get control of
his emotions.
Most adults can also benefit by doing the same. A time-out can be an effective tool to help
someone step out of a stressful situation, cool down, and refocus on what is really
important.
Try this
When you find yourself in an emotionally charged situation, step back and ask yourself, “Is
this worth the emotional energy I’m expending?”

If not, take a few moments to separate yourself from the situation. Allow your emotions to
recede. You can also take a few minutes to do another stress management power tool, like
meditation, yoga, or a relaxation exercise. As time passes, it is sometimes easier to think
about how you can handle the situation more peacefully.
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Be creative

Brainstorming can be a great stress management tool. Taking the time to realize there are
other possible solutions to a problem can be, in itself, a stress-reducing activity.
Brainstorming reminds you that you do have options, the freedom to select your course of
action and that you do have some control. This thought alone can reduce stress, and you
probably will come up with a brilliant solution to the problem.

Try this
The next time you are in a stressful situation, take a few minutes to write down every possible
solution to the problem, regardless of how impossible or crazy it might seem. Follow the first
rule of brainstorming–no wrong answers.

Examine your list or share it with others for even more problem-solving options.

Change problems to challenges

We tend to view challenges differently than we view problems. On the one hand, we see
problems as annoying and difficult and often involve discomfort. On the other hand, we
usually view challenges as opportunities. Opportunities allow us to rise to the occasion and
grow as we meet the challenges head-on.
Try this
Anytime you catch yourself thinking or saying that something is a problem, change how you
think and speak of it by calling it a challenge.

Releasing Emotions
Write about it
Writing in a diary, or journaling is a proven way to release unwanted emotions. Keeping a
“stress diary” can help you identify stressors and write about stressful situations in your life.
Many find stress relief through the simple act of writing down thoughts that are racing
around in their mind. Once you identify them, you may have a better perspective, and may
even find relief just because you observed your feelings.

Try This
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•
•
•

•
•
•

Keep a pen and journal or a notebook nearby.
When you have pent-up emotions or thoughts racing in your mind, write them down
on the paper.
Unload on paper the events of the day and, more importantly, how you feel about the
events, especially the events in which you found yourself getting upset, angry, or
stressed.
Once you move those thoughts from your mind to paper, you may want to throw them
away.
Or, you may choose to reflect on the thoughts that came out on the paper.
You may want to keep these thoughts private or share them with someone you trust.

The stress-relieving value often comes from the simple act of getting the thoughts out of
your head and down on paper, where you can see them.

Tips for Successful Journaling

You can practice journaling in a variety of ways:
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•

You can unload all of your thoughts and feelings about something.
You might write a single note or two about an event that you can deal with later at a
more appropriate time.
Some people like to get their thoughts on paper immediately after something painful
has happened.
Some prefer to wait until they have a quiet time before going to sleep.
Others do their journaling in the morning after a refreshing night’s rest because
“sleeping on it” helps them gain perspective on the situation and brings to the
surface new ideas or solutions previously unseen.
Sometimes, if a person doesn’t write down ideas immediately, they slip back into the
subconscious mind waiting for another ideal time to resurface.
Spend 10 to 15 minutes at a time putting down your feelings on paper.
Don’t worry about grammar, sentence structure, or spelling. You are the only one who
will read your written work.
Above all, don’t let journaling or writing in your diary become a stressor in itself.
Don’t force yourself to write.
You should write, as a method of emotional release, when you feel the urge.

Talk it out

Don't bottle up anger, worries, or frustrations. Sometimes, discussing problems with a
trusted friend can help clear your mind so you can concentrate on solving problems or enjoy
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your present-moment activities. Learning to talk things over with someone you trust can
release the pressure, help you feel better, and allow you to come to a new understanding of
the problem.
Try This
If you have a friend, companion, or confidante with whom you feel comfortable talking, take
some time to release your thoughts and feelings with this person. Let him or her know that
you would just like them to function in a purely listening mode (refer to the section on
Empathic Listening in the Stress Prevention Workbook for how to listen empathically). Focus
on releasing your feelings, as you tell your friend about any event that resulted in you feeling
emotionally disturbed.
Tips for Successful Talking

•
•
•
•

Talk to someone you trust.
Ask them to listen to you without judging.
Explain that you just need to release your feelings; they do not need to agree with you
or fix anything; you just want someone to listen to you and understand how you feel.
Most of the time, when you feel understood, you will not only feel better, you will
recognize how to solve your own problems.

Cry it out

Some people believe that one of the reasons that women tend to live longer than men is
their willingness to release emotional distress by crying. When they cry, they release
potentially damaging effects of emotional stress.
Try this
The next time you are feeling sad, depressed, angry, or any other negative emotion, find a
place where you can cry. You may go to a place like your bedroom, a park, or in your car.
Allow yourself a few minutes to let the tears flow. Sometimes crying is the best way to find
relief from stress by physically releasing the emotions.

Scream it out

Similar to crying, the act of releasing pent-up energy by loud verbal emissions or screaming
has been found to be useful in releasing emotional energy for many people.
One summer, I was playing in a softball tournament. Things did not go so well and we
blamed it on the umpires. After losing the second game we were out of the tournament. I
was really angry.
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By the time my wife and I arrived home, I was seething. I kept thinking about how badly the
tournament had gone. The more I thought about it, the angrier I got.
I hate feeling this way, so I got on my bike, said a quick “good-bye” to my wife, and rode to a
nearby area where there were no homes except for farmhouses separated by large spaces of
farmland. There happened to be a few cows and horses, but other than that, I was alone.
I found a long stretch of road that was about one-quarter of a mile long. Looking around and
seeing that there was no one around, I began riding and screaming at the top of my lungs. I
just let it go full blast.
The cows didn’t seem to mind so I turned around and screamed some more as I continued
riding my bike. I biked that stretch of road five times. By the end of the fifth time, I found that
I was literally laughing. I had absolutely no pain or negative energy about the tournament or
the bad umpires. All of the anger was completely gone. I felt so much better.
I later came to learn that this is known as scream therapy, and many have used it with
success.
Try this
You have to be careful with this type of release of pent-up energy. You don’t want to be
walking down Main Street and suddenly let out a scream, nor do you want to scream at other
people.

•

When you feel a lot of pent-up energy, scream into your pillow, or turn up the stereo in
your car and scream to your favorite song.

Tips for Successful Scream Therapy
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Screaming directly at other people probably has the opposite effect and usually leads
to further problems.
When you decide to use scream therapy, be sure you are not using it to attack
another person, but instead, to simply release the energy you feel.
Find a place where you can release without hurting or scaring anyone else.
You may want to bring something to scream into like a pillow, blanket, bag or coat.
When you first scream, you may feel even more upset.
Scream until you feel all of the emotions have been released.
When you are finished, allow yourself a moment or two to get some perspective and
enjoy the more peaceful feelings.

Sing it out
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As I mentioned earlier, music can be a powerful way to release tension and stress.
Try this
Use music to help you release extra stress-related energy. Many people relax by playing their
favorite instrument. Singing can also be a relaxing way to discharge tension.

Try singing in the shower, while driving, or while doing chores. Add music to make your day
less stressful. Whatever songs you prefer, you can have a lot of fun enjoying yourself and
releasing your stress through music.

Other Stress Reducing Tips

In my textbook, Stress Management for Life,1 I include some additional activities that tend to
reduce the stress response. Here are a few of them:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Simplify mealtimes.
Play with children at a playground, and do all the fun things they do.
Say something nice to somebody.
Fly a kite.
Walk in the rain.
Go dancing and let loose for a while.
Smile at everyone you see.
Read a good book while you’re curled up in a warm bed.
Go to a museum or a place where art is presented.
Hum or whistle your favorite tunes.
Feed the birds.
Work in the garden.
Make a paper airplane and throw it from a high place.
Learn a new song.
Go on a picnic.
Watch your favorite movie.
Make and eat popcorn.
Write a letter to an old friend.
Cook a meal and eat it by candlelight.

You could add many simple, yet relaxing things to this list of “little things.”

1

Olpin, M. & Hesson, M. (2013) Stress Management for Life: A research-based experiential approach, CA:
Cengage.
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