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Progressive Muscle Relaxation

Progressive Muscle Relaxation (PMR) is an exercise to teach you how to release physical tension and 
improve your body awareness. It can be used to control pain, reduce anxiety or improve insomnia

Systematically, working from your feet up, you tense and release the major muscle groups throughout the 
body. We use similar techniques in clinic, such as PNF stretching or Muscle Energy Techniques. 
However in this context, you are using the muscle contractions to try and learn the distinction between a 
tense and a fully relaxed muscle. If you are suffering with pain or chronic stress it is very common to not 
realise when you are holding physical tension throughout the day. With time, using this technique, you 
can learn to reduce physical tension and recognise when it is starting to build up. 

HELPFUL HINTS

● Set aside about 15 minutes to complete this exercise - either before going to bed or whilst in bed 
is often good. 

● Contract the muscles deliberately and under control

● Practice makes perfect with PMR. The more you repeat the exercise the quicker and more deeply 
you’ll relax. 

METHOD

Take a few deep breaths and concentrate on how your body is feeling (rather than what you are thinking!)

Focus on your first muscle group, take a deep slow breath and contract the muscles as hard as you can 
for 5 seconds. Keep a strong consistent contraction going. Try to only tense the muscles you are 
concentrating and not include surrounding muscles. 

After 5 seconds of contraction, take an exhale and release the muscles. Concentrate on the feeling as the 
tension changes in the muscle. Remain relaxed like this for about 15 seconds and then repeat the 
contraction. This cycle is repeated 3 times in total. 
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Progressive Muscle Relaxation Exercise 

3 rounds per muscle group – repeat each side 
5 secs contract/15 secs relax

Muscle group Action

Foot Curl the toes and contract the bottom of the foot

Lower leg Tighten the calf by pointing the toes

Upper leg Contract the quads by straightening the knee

Buttocks Pull the buttocks together

Stomach Tense your stomach like when doing a situp

Hand Clench into a fist

Forearm Bend at the wrist and tighten

Upper arm Bend slightly at the elbow and tense

Chest Take a deep breath and draw the shoulders forward

Neck and 
shoulders

Raise your shoulders up and inwards

Mouth Clench the jaw

Eyes Squeeze your eyelids shut

Forehead and 
cheeks

Scrunch your face up

Caution - If you suffer from any medical issues or injuries then obtain medical advice before 
completing PMR. If you experience any shooting or intense pain during the exercise then stop 
immediately.


