RSI: A HELPING HAND NO.22

PROGRESSIVE MUSCLE RELAXATION
Progressive muscle relaxation (PMR) is a pain and stress management technique with many
benefits, both physical and emotional. It’s been shown to be effective in many studies as a
stress-management tool; recent research shows that, used regularly, it can lead to a decrease in
measured levels of the hormone, cortisol, that’s often associated with stress.

It’s also very helpful to relieve the tight muscles associated with RSI and with chronic pain.
PMR is a technique in which you first tighten and then relax major muscle groups in a fixed
order, breathing in as you tighten and out as you relax.
For example, many PMR guided meditations start by having you tighten and relax your arms,
then your shoulders, head and neck, chest, abdomen and legs in that order. You can relax your
muscles in any order you prefer but it definitely helps if you get used to the same order every
time.
PMR is not at all difficult or complicated. First, choose a time and
a place where you won’t be interrupted or disturbed, and turn off
your phone. It’s best to choose a time when you don’t feel sleepy,
as PMR can make you so relaxed you may go to sleep. (Of course,
you can use it in bed at night when you want to go to sleep.) You
will need to set aside about 10 minutes.
Lie down on the floor, with perhaps your knees and your neck
supported by cushions if that makes you more comfortable. You
can also sit up straight in a chair. If the room is at all cool, cover
yourself with a light blanket – relaxation can make you feel colder.
The easiest way to carry out PMR is to have a voice guide, either through a CD, a YouTube
video or an app. “Relax-me” is a fairly basic PMR app that is free to download and there are
plenty of free guided PMR scripts on YouTube. The ABC also has a free guided PMR that
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you can download here: http://www.abc.net.au/radio/programs/classicflow/mini-meditationprogressive-muscle-relaxation/8596374 or by
googling 'abc pmr'.
What’s really important is to get used to letting
your muscles relax as you breathe out. Saying
words to yourself such as “heavy”, “loose”, and
“soft” as you breathe out can be very helpful.
Some people find tightening up their muscles
uncomfortable, luckily it’s not strictly necessary.
You can just direct your attention to the muscles
in question as you breathe in and then relax them as you breathe out. Or you can imagine
tightening them as you breathe in – that works too.
As you become accustomed to progressive muscle relaxation techniques, you will find that
you can use your out-breath to relax muscles in all kinds of contexts. Instead of relaxing your
entire body, you can focus on just one area. For example, if you become aware that your neck
muscles are tight while waiting at the bus stop, you can use PMR to relax them. You can do

short, focused PMR sessions while sitting at your keyboard at work and no one will notice.
PMR is also helpful in other ways. Because it encourages one to breathe deeply and slowly, it
can help develop new healthier patterns of breathing. And learning what a relaxed muscle
actually feels like can help us to become aware that we are using more effort than is actually
needed in everyday tasks and give our overworked muscles a break and a chance to recover.
In short, PMR is a technique that won’t cost you a penny and can make a big difference in
helping you to successfully manage both the pain and the stress of RSI.
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