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Progressive Muscle Relaxation (edition 1.0)
Description
Physical relaxation is a foundational skill from which many clients benefit. Progressive Muscle 
Relaxation is a technique for promoting relaxation and activating the parasympathetic nervous 
system. This worksheet includes simple step-by-step instructions for relaxing each muscle group 
in turn to promote a strong feeling of physiological relaxation.

Instructions
This is a Psychology Tools information handout. Suggested uses include:

• Client handout – use as a psychoeducation resource.

• Discussion point – use to provoke a discussion and explore client beliefs.

• Therapist learning tool – improve your familiarity with a psychological construct.

• Teaching resource – use as a learning tool during training.

References
Bernstein, D. A., Borkovec, T. D. (1973). Progressive relaxation training: a manual for the helping professions. Cham-
paign, Illinois: Research Press. 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 S

H
E

LI
A

 B
R

U
N

O
 o

n 
20

22
-1

0-
09

 1
5:

36
:4

5.
 U

ni
qu

e 
cu

st
om

er
 ID

 c
us

_I
K

eF
Q

B
dF

Je
ej

E
g



Progressive Muscle Relaxation

PSYCHOLOGYT     LS ®

Our bodies respond automatically to stressful situations and thoughts by becoming tense. 
The opposite relationship also works: a good way of relaxing the mind is to deliberately relax the
body.  

In a progressive muscle relaxation each muscle group is tensed in turn, and the tension is then
released.  This relaxes the muscles and allows you to notice the contrast between tension and
relaxation.

Relaxation should be enjoyable so if any part of the exercise is too di�cult, skip it for the moment.
If you have any injuries you may wish to leave out that part of the exercise.

Preparation
Lie down �at on your back, on a �rm bed, a couch, or on the �oor.  Support your head and neck with
a pillow or cushion. Alternatively sit in a comfortable chair with your head well-supported.  Close
your eyes if you are comfortable doing so.

Instructions
Focus your attention on di�erent parts of your body in sequence.  Go through the sequence three
times:

 1. Tense & release:  Tense that body part, hold it for a few moments, then relax.

 2. Lightly tense & release:  Tense that body part with just enough tension to notice, then relax.

 3. Release only:  Just pay attention to each muscle group and decide to relax it.

Recommended sequence
1  Right hand & arm
     (clench the �st & tighten the muscles in the arm)

2  Left hand & arm
3  Right leg
     (tense the leg, lifting the knee slightly)

4  Left leg
5  Stomach & chest
6  Back muscles
     (pull the shoulders back slightly)

7  Neck & throat
     (push the head back slightly into the pillow/surface)

8  Face
     (scrunch up the muscles in your face)

1 2

3 4

5

6

7
8

Copyright © 2020 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 S

H
E

LI
A

 B
R

U
N

O
 o

n 
20

22
-1

0-
09

 1
5:

36
:4

5.
 U

ni
qu

e 
cu

st
om

er
 ID

 c
us

_I
K

eF
Q

B
dF

Je
ej

E
g



Progressive Muscle Relaxation

PSYCHOLOGYT     LS ®

Our bodies respond automatically to stressful situations and thoughts by becoming tense. 
The opposite relationship also works: a good way of relaxing the mind is to deliberately relax the
body.  

In a progressive muscle relaxation each muscle group is tensed in turn, and the tension is then
released.  This relaxes the muscles and allows you to notice the contrast between tension and
relaxation.

Relaxation should be enjoyable so if any part of the exercise is too di�cult, skip it for the moment.
If you have any injuries you may wish to leave out that part of the exercise.

Preparation
Lie down �at on your back, on a �rm bed, a couch, or on the �oor.  Support your head and neck with
a pillow or cushion. Alternatively sit in a comfortable chair with your head well-supported.  Close
your eyes if you are comfortable doing so.

Instructions
Focus your attention on di�erent parts of your body in sequence.  Go through the sequence three
times:

 1. Tense & release:  Tense that body part, hold it for a few moments, then relax.

 2. Lightly tense & release:  Tense that body part with just enough tension to notice, then relax.

 3. Release only:  Just pay attention to each muscle group and decide to relax it.

Recommended sequence
1  Right hand & arm
     (clench the �st & tighten the muscles in the arm)

2  Left hand & arm
3  Right leg
     (tense the leg, lifting the knee slightly)

4  Left leg
5  Stomach & chest
6  Back muscles
     (pull the shoulders back slightly)

7  Neck & throat
     (push the head back slightly into the pillow/surface)

8  Face
     (scrunch up the muscles in your face)

Copyright © 2020 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.

1 2

3 4

5
6

7
8

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 S

H
E

LI
A

 B
R

U
N

O
 o

n 
20

22
-1

0-
09

 1
5:

36
:4

5.
 U

ni
qu

e 
cu

st
om

er
 ID

 c
us

_I
K

eF
Q

B
dF

Je
ej

E
g



Copyright © 2020 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.

Terms & conditions
This resource may be used by licensed members of Psychology Tools and their clients. Resources must be used in 
accordance with our terms and conditions which can be found at: 
https://www.psychologytools.com/terms-and-conditions/

Disclaimer
Your use of this resource is not intended to be, and should not be relied on, as a substitute for professional medical 
advice, diagnosis, or treatment. If you are suffering from any mental health issues we recommend that you seek 
formal medical advice before using these resources. We make no warranties that this information is correct, com-
plete, reliable or suitable for any purpose. As a professional user, you should work within the bounds of your own 
competencies, using your own skill and knowledge, and therefore the resources should be used to support good 
practice, not to replace it.

Copyright
Unless otherwise stated, this resource is Copyright © 2020 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.

Resource details
Title: Progressive Muscle Relaxation (edition 1.0)
Language: English (US) 
Translated title: NA
Type: Exercise
Document orientation: Portrait
URL: https://www.psychologytools.com/resource/progressive-muscle-relaxation/
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