
Tense and Release   
Progressive Muscle Relaxation 
(PMR) is a relaxation technique 
that reduces stress and anxiety in 
your body by having you slowly 
tense and then relax different 
muscle groups in your body.  

When we feel anxious our muscles 
become tense. Stress and anxiety 
can also cause headaches, 
backaches, a clenched jaw, 
feelings of restlessness, and being 
“on edge,” or irritability. You cannot be both tense and relaxed. 
It is important to teach yourself to know the difference. 

“People can’t be angry and relaxed at the same time; your 
body doesn’t work that way.”  

The goal of learning and practicing PMR is to help you and 
your child/teen learn to relax when feeling anxious or stressed. 
Practicing this strategy builds awareness about how our bodies 
feel when calm. It is one more tool to reduce the physical 
symptoms of stress and anxiety. It can help improve sleep & 
communicate safety to our bodies and reduce the need of our 
brains to need to signal a “fight or flight” or panic response. 

1

Practice PMR 
daily when calm 

Do PMR together 
with your child 
or teen  

Minimize 
distraction 
around you. 

Breathe in when 
you tense and 
breathe out 
slowly when you 
release. 

Don’t hold your 
breath while 
tensing muscles. 

Stop if it hurts. 
Tingly and 
warm sensations 
are fine. Pain is 
not. 

Use a script, App 
or video. 

TENSE 
Sit comfortably. Close your 
eyes. Take 5 deep breaths. 
Systematically tense one 
muscle group in your body. 
Hold 5 seconds. 
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RELEASE 

Breathe out as you release the tension. 
Notice how your muscles feel when you 
relax them. Breathe and stay relaxed for 
10-15 seconds. Repeat. (Repeat each 
muscle group a few times.) 
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When you are experiencing prolonged stress and anxiety (and 
this would be most of us during the COVID-19 Pandemic) you 
might not even recognize what being relaxed feels like. By 
tensing and releasing, you learn not only what relaxation feels 
like, but also to recognize when you are starting to get tense. 
Then you can notice early signs and better manage stress. 

Steps to Progressive Muscle Relaxation 
Help your child (and self) learn to distinguish between the 
feelings of a tensed muscle and a completely relaxed muscle. Get 
comfortable. Take some deep breaths.  

• Focus on one muscle group at a time, you can start head to toe 
or toe to head. (For young children see scripts in box below. 
Focus on a few exercises, such as tensing fists by “squeezing 
lemons”, tensing arms with a cat stretch, etc). 

• Next, take a slow, deep breath and squeeze the muscles as hard 
as you can for about 5 seconds. It is important to really feel the tension in the 
muscles. After about 5 seconds, let all the tightness flow out of the tensed muscles. 

• Exhale as you release the tightness.  
• Remain in this relaxed state for 10-15 seconds, do the same group again if you want 

or move on to the next muscle group.  
• Repeat all of the tension-relaxation steps for each of your major muscle groups. 
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Websites and Resources 

Breathing and Relaxation Exercises: https://depts.washington.edu/hcsats/PDF/TF-
%20CBT/pages/4%20Coping%20Skills/Relaxation/
Ways%20to%20Relax%20by%20Using%20breathing.pdf 

How to do Progressive Muscle Relaxation: https://www.anxietycanada.com/sites/
default/files/MuscleRelaxation.pdf 

Script: https://www.therapistaid.com/worksheets/progressive-muscle-relaxation-
script.pdf 
http://www.traumacenter.org/resources/pdf_files/relaxation_exercises.pdf 

Script for Children: https://depts.washington.edu/hcsats/PDF/TF-%20CBT/pages/
4%20Emotion%20Regulation%20Skills/Client%20Handouts/Relaxation/
Relaxation%20Script%20for%20Younger%20Children.pdf 

Deliberately 
focus on and 
notice the 
difference 
between tension 
and relaxation. 

Set aside a time 
and place for 
PRM.  

Give yourself 
permission to  
slow down and 
relax.
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