
Three Relaxation Practices to Help You Cope with Grief: Diaphragmatic Breathing, 
Progressive Muscle Relaxation, and Five Senses mindfulness exercise

Diaphragmatic Breathing
The diaphragm is the most efficient muscle of breathing. It is a large, dome-shaped muscle located at the base of the 
lungs. Your abdominal muscles help move the diaphragm and give you more power to empty your lungs. Diaphragmatic 
breathing is intended to help you use the diaphragm correctly while breathing  to:

 Strengthen the diaphragm
 Decrease the work of breathing by slowing your breathing rate
 Decrease oxygen demand
 Use less effort and energy to breathe

Diaphragmatic Breathing Technique

1. Lie on your back on a flat surface 
or in bed, with your knees bent 
and your head supported. You can
use a pillow under your knees to 
support your legs. Place one hand
on your upper chest and the other
just below your rib cage. This will 
allow you to feel your diaphragm 
move as you breathe.

2. Breathe in slowly through your 
nose so that your stomach moves 
out against your hand. The hand 
on your chest should remain as 
still as possible.

3. Tighten your stomach muscles, 
letting them fall inward as you 
exhale through pursed lips. The 
hand on your upper chest must 
remain as still as possible.

When you first learn the diaphragmatic breathing technique, it may be easier for you to follow the instructions lying down,
as shown on the first page. As you gain more practice, you can try the diaphragmatic breathing technique while sitting in a
chair, as shown below.

To perform this exercise while sitting in a chair
1. Sit comfortably, with your knees bent and your shoulders, head and neck relaxed.
2. Place one hand on your upper chest and the other just below your rib
cage. This will allow you to feel your diaphragm move as you breathe.
3. Breathe in slowly through your nose so that your stomach moves out
against your hand. The hand on your chest should remain as still as possible.
4. Tighten your stomach muscles, letting them fall inward as you exhale through pursed
lips. The hand on your upper chest must remain as still as possible.

Note: You may notice an increased effort will be needed to use the diaphragm correctly. At first, you'll probably get tired 
while doing this exercise. But keep at it, because with continued practice, diaphragmatic breathing will become easy and 
automatic.

How often should I practice this exercise?
At first, practice this exercise 5-10 minutes about 3-4 times per day. Gradually increase the amount of time you spend 
doing this exercise, and perhaps even increase the effort of the exercise by placing a book on your abdomen.
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Progressive Muscle Relaxation
Many studies have shown that relaxing one’s muscles markedly reduces anxiety. Over time, people learn to be anxious and
tense; in the same way, people can teach themselves how to relax. One way of learning how to relax is through Progres 
sive Muscle Relaxation (PMR).

1. In order to learn to relax, it’s important to practice at least 20 minutes a day, every day. Find a regular time (after 
waking, before bed, before meals) when you’re sure not to be distracted. You may want to start with a longer (30 
minute) relaxation period. As you get better and better at PMR, it will take less and less time to achieve the 
relaxation effects.

2. Before beginning relaxation, make sure you are in a quiet place, preferably with dim lighting. You may recline in a 
chair or lay on a couch or a bed during the relaxation, as long as you are comfortable (and won’t fall asleep!). Turn
on the fan or the air conditioner, close your eyes, and give yourself permission to shut out all the distractions of 
the day.

3. Practice relaxation on an empty stomach. Food digestion after meals will tend to disrupt deep relaxation. Wear 
comfortable clothes and take off shoes, glasses, jewelry, etc.

4. Make a decision not to worry about anything. Give yourself permission to put aside the concerns of the day. Allow
taking care of yourself and having peace of mind to take precedence over any of your other worries. (Success with
relaxation depends on giving peace of mind high priority in your overall scheme of values.)

5. Assume a detached attitude. Do not try to relax. Do not try to control your body or your thoughts. If you find your
mind wandering, guide yourself gently back to the sensation in your muscles. The point is to allow yourself to let 
go, not to worry about your performance.

6. Be aware that PMR involves both tensing and relaxing your muscles. During this process, you may experience 
unusual sensations, such as tingling, warmth, or heaviness in your muscles as they relax. This is a normal process, 
and is generally a sign of increasing relaxation. However, if you are injured in any part of your body, you may want
to avoid tensing that body part, and instead just focus on loosening and relaxing the muscles.

7. When you tense a particular muscle group, do so vigorously for 7-10 seconds. Envision the muscle group tensing, 
and focus on feeling the buildup of tightness and strain.

8. When you release the muscles, do so abruptly, and then relax, enjoying the sudden feeling of limpness. Allow the 
relaxation to develop for at least 15-20 seconds.

9. Allow all the other muscles in your body to remain relaxed, as far as possible, while working on a particular muscle
group.

This is a skill that takes a while to learn! The first few times you go through PMR, you might not feel very different. 
However, over time you will find it easier and easier to let go of your tension, and will begin to feel 
more and more relaxed.

From: Goldfried & Davison, Clinical Behavior Therapy
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PMR SBS
Progressive Muscle Relaxation, Step By Step
Once you are comfortably supported in a quiet place, follow the instructions for each muscle group below (or just listen 
along to your recording):

1. To begin, take three deep abdominal breaths, exhaling slowly each time. As you exhale, imagine that tension 
throughout your body begins to flow away.

2. Clench your left fist. Hold for 7-10 seconds, and then release for 15-20 seconds. Repeat with the right fist. (Use 
the same time intervals for all muscle groups.)

3. Tighten your forearms by straightening your fingers and pointing them at the ceiling, then back towards your 
body. Hold…and then relax.

4. Tighten your biceps by drawing your forearms up towards your shoulders and “making a muscle.” Hold…and then
relax.

5. Shrug your shoulders up towards your ears, tightening the muscles. Hold…and then relax.

6. Wrinkle up your forehead and brow, focusing on the tension in the muscles…and then relax.

7. Squeeze your eyes shut as tightly as you can, feeling the tension in the muscles around the eyes. Hold…and then 
relax.

8. Clench your jaw, hard, flexing the muscles in your jaw and cheek. Hold…and then relax.

9. Press your lips together tightly, pursing them so the muscles around your mouth tighten…and then allow them to 
relax.

10. Press your head back against the chair or bed, hard, feeling the tension in the back of your neck. Hold…and then 
relax.

11. Allow your head to fall forward, as though trying to bury your chin in your chest, and feel the tension in the front 
of your neck. Hold…and then allow your head to fall back, very naturally.

12. Arch your back, sticking out your chest, and feel the tension in your upper back…and relax.

13. Take a deep breath and hold it, feeling the tightness in the muscles around your chest. Hold it…and then relax, 
breathing deeply from the abdomen.

14. Tighten the muscles of your stomach, making the stomach very hard. Hold…and relax.

15. Stretch both of your legs, straight out in front of you, until you can feel the tension in the backs of your thighs. 
Hold…and then relax.

16. Tense both calf muscles by stretching your feet and pointing your toes up toward your head. Hold…and then 
relax.

From: Goldfried & Davison, Clinical Behavior Therapy



Five Senses Mindfulness Exercise
Stressed out? Can’t stop worrying or thinking about something? Can’t focus? Feeling 
upset? Sometimes we feel like we’re caught up in a tornado of thoughts and emotions. The
exercise below is a quick and easy method for feeling more centered on a tough day. It’s 
also great to practice at times when you’re not as stressed so you know exactly how to use 
it when you need it the most.

If you begin to notice thoughts coming into your mind, that is COMPLETELY normal. Our 
brains are designed to think but we can learn to refocus our attention. Take this as an 
opportunity to be kind to yourself and not judge. Just notice that you are having thoughts, 
then, redirect your attention back to the present moment.

Sit in a comfortable upright position with your feet planted flat on the ground. Rest your hands on your thighs or 
on your desk.

Notice your breath. No need to breathe in any particular way. Just bring attention to each part of the breath- the inhale, 
exhale, and space in between.

Bring awareness to each of your Five Senses. One at a time, for about one minute each. The point here is to focus on 
the present moment and how each sense is being activated in that moment. The order in which you pay attention to each 
sense does not matter.

Hear: Begin to notice all of the sounds around you. Try not to judge the sounds- just notice them. They are not good or 
bad, they just are. Sounds might be internal, like breathing or digestion. Sounds might be close by or more distant like the
sound of traffic. Are you now hearing more than you were before you started? You may begin to notice subtle sounds you
did not hear before. Can you hear them now?

Smell: Now shift your attention to notice the smells of your environment. Maybe you smell food. You might become 
aware of the smell of trees or plants if you are outside. You might notice the smell of books or paper. Sometimes closing 
your eyes can help sharpen your attention.

See: Observe your surroundings and notice the colors, shapes and textures. If you really look, you may notice things that 
have gone unnoticed.

Taste: You can do this one even if you have food in your mouth. You may notice an aftertaste of a previous drink or meal. 
You can just notice your tongue in your mouth, your saliva, and your breath as you exhale. We have tastes in our mouth 
that often go unnoticed. You can run your tongue over your teeth and cheeks to help you become more aware.

Touch: Last one. Bring your attention to the sensations of skin contact with your chair, clothing, and feet on the floor. You 
can notice the pressure between your feet and the floor or your body and the chair. You can observe temperature like the 
warmth or coolness of your hands or feet. You might take time to feel the textures that you noticed by sight a moment 
ago. You can feel several objects on your desk to fully focus your attention on the present.

When finished, pause to notice how your body feels in this moment. Compare how you feel now with how you felt 5 
minutes ago- what has changed? Try this exercise next time you're feeling overwhelmed. This can be useful to use before 
a test or speech, too!
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