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Module 57 – Pillar Seven: Mind Over Matter 

Progressive Muscle Relaxation  
 

any strategies and techniques that I 
recommend in Future Health Now! are 
not new. Members often say that my 

modules remind them of advice that they’ve 
gotten from their parents or grandparents.  

And that’s my point. Tried and true is what 
you want to do! Sure, some of the new fangled 

gadgets and devices are fun and catch your eye for a few minutes.  
I’m sure many of you, like me, have an extensive line up of massage 

balls, Styrofoam rollers and manual or electric massage tools. But what 
beats them all is PMR - progressive muscle relaxation. And I’ll tell you 
why. 

You Take Your Body With You Wherever You Go 
But you may not take your massage tools! Exactly. So, by learning and 
practicing this technique you have a great therapy at your fingertips. It’s 
much like Module 52, The Breath of Life, which I hope you are 
remembering to do. You bring your muscles and your breath with you 
everywhere you go, so it’s just a matter of creating a beneficial habit. 

You may have already experienced this technique. In a yoga class or a 
stretch class, sometimes the instructor will include a series of PMR 
exercises.  

If so, you know what it’s all about, but you’re likely not practicing it. 
Let me tell you just a bit about how PMR began, explain what it can do 
and then quickly get into the PMR sequence.  

Origins of PMR 
People have been searching for ways to relax - forever! And, in the 
1920’s, Dr. Edmund Jacobson put a name to it. Jacobson specialized in 
psychiatry, internal medicine and physiology. He is credited with putting 
the science into relaxation. He had all the qualifications to understand that 
tension in the mind can influence the body. He realized that a muscle 
could learn to relax by first experiencing tension and then the letting go 
of that built-up tension. 
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As a psychiatrist he focused PMR therapy on his anxious and phobic patients especially those 
with muscle tension. I think we all have experienced some tightness in our shoulders and neck, 
so you know what I’m talking about. Jacobson felt that PMR could relieve that tension along 
with backaches, tension headaches, jaw tension, eye tension, muscle spasms, high blood 
pressure, and insomnia.  

If you are up on my magnesium blogs you know that most of those symptoms are also related 
to magnesium deficiency. So imagine what PMR AND magnesium will do together. So let’s start 
a new technique, PMMR- Progressive Magnesium Muscle Relaxation! 

An anxious mind cannot exist in a relaxed body 
That title is a quote from Jacobson who gave the following list of benefits of PMR.  

 
* Diminished anxiety 

* Diminished phobia anxiety 

* Reduced frequency and duration of panic attacks 

* Enhanced ability to face phobic situations  

* Improved concentration 

* Increased sense of control over moods 

* Better sense of self-esteem 

* Increased spontaneity and creativity 

* Diminished irritability or bad temper 

* More joy 

* More energy  

* Greater ability to relax 

* Lessening feeling of hopelessness 

Physical Symptoms that Improve with PMR  
* Back pain 

* Colitis and IBS  

* Tension headaches 

* Hypertension 

* Insomnia 
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* Ulcers 

 

Setting the Stage 
Yes, you guessed it. Number One, “Take Your Magnesium.” That was easy.  

In the beginning Jacobson didn’t make it so easy to do PMR. His first book on the subject, 
Progressive Relaxation, had an overwhelming 200 different exercises. And his training program 
for practitioners took several months. Now the exercises number a dozen or two and they 
produce the same results as the intensive program.  

Whew! Thank goodness for that. So, let’s proceed. First the basics, which would also be true 
for any relaxation exercise or meditation. 

 
• Set aside 20 minutes a day. Two 20-minute periods are preferable especially if you 

are treating a medical condition. With time, you will probably require less time to 
achieve the same effects. 

• Practice at the same time. I find the best times are first thing in the morning or last 
thing at night.  

• Practice on an empty stomach. Remember Module 56 about not eating and drinking 
before bedtime. Follow the same guidelines here and for the same reasons. 

• Choose a quiet space. Turn off your cell phone. Use ear plugs if you can’t get things 
quiet enough.  

• Wear loose clothing. Also remove shoes, glasses, contacts, watch and jewellery. 
• Get comfortable. Lying down with head and knees supported is best. Except if you 

think you will just fall asleep. Then sit up but with your head supported.  
• Make this time and space a “worry free zone.” Put any worries on the shelf and use 

this time to take care of yourself. 
• Don’t force or try to do anything. Just do the exercises and don’t judge how you are 

doing. 

What’s Involved with PMR Exercises 
Some people don’t even know they’re tense. If you are anxious and also have a lot of pain, hold 
your fist tight for a minute and you will see what muscle tension feels like. You can be holding 
tension in your body unconsciously. Your scalp can even be tight and tense and you aren’t aware 
of it. With your fingertips rub your scalp hard and first of all see if your scalp tissue moves back 
and forth a bit. It should. If it doesn’t then the muscles of your scalp are under tension. Move 
your fingers around your scalp and see if there are tender areas. That’s muscle tension that can 
lead to headaches. 

* Progressive muscle relaxation involves tensing and relaxing, sixteen different muscle 
groups of the body, in sequence.  
* Tense each muscle group hard for about 10 seconds, and then you let go of it quickly.  
*Next, take twice as long, 20 seconds, to relax. 
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Try not to involve any other muscles. Try not to tense your abdomen, and head which are 
unconscious reactions to muscle tension anywhere in the body. Take the time to notice how that 
group of muscles feels compared to when they were tense.  

When I first began to do PMR I would give myself a slight headache because I tensed too 
much. Don’t go that far! Don’t grit your teeth and make your eyes bulge or the muscles in your 
neck stand up. Tense the muscle group you’re working on but keep breathing. Keeping a normal 
rate of breathing will prevent you from tensing too much.  

Besides neck and scalp tension, I also realized that I held tension in my abdominal muscles 
for no apparent reason. By learning how to tense and relax my muscles I could then notice when 
I began to tense up and nip it in the bud. 

Visualizing the muscle group you are working on can help keep you focused on one group at 
a time. You don’t necessarily have to know anatomy but if you like you can look up various 
muscle groups on the internet. 

You can keep track of timing the 10 seconds of tension and 20 seconds of relaxation and give 
yourself a calming message at the same time. Say “I am calm – one; I am calm – two,” and so 
on. Instead of calm, you can use other words like relaxed, floating or peaceful.  

The PMR Sequence 
1. 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 fists. Hold for 10 seconds and then release for 20 seconds. (Use the same 

timing for all other muscle groups.) 
3. Tighten your biceps by "making a muscle" with both arms. Hold... and then relax. 
4. Tighten your triceps--the muscles opposite your biceps--by extending your arms out 

straight and locking your elbows. Hold ... and then relax. 
5. Tense forehead muscles by raising your eyebrows as far as you can. Hold ... and then 

relax. Imagine your forehead muscles becoming smooth and limp as they relax. 
6. Tense the muscles around your eyes by clenching your eyelids tightly shut. Hold... and 

then relax.  Imagine sensations of deep relaxation spreading all around them. 
7. Tighten your jaw muscles by opening your mouth so widely that you stretch the muscles 

around the hinges of your jaw. Hold ... and then relax. Let your lips part and allow your 
jaw to hang loose. 

8. Tighten the muscles in the back of your neck by extending your head and looking up at 
the ceiling. (Don’t force this movement if you have any pain.) Focus only on tensing 
the muscles in your neck. Hold ... and then relax. You can repeat the tense-relax cycle 
in this normally tense muscle group. Take a few deep breaths and tune in to the weight 
of your head sinking into whatever surface it is resting on. 

9. Tighten your shoulders by raising them up as if you were going to touch your ears. Hold 
... and then relax. 

10. Tighten the muscles around your shoulder blades by pushing your shoulder blades back 
as if you were going to touch them together. Hold the tension in your shoulder blades ... 
and then relax. You can repeat the tense-relax cycle in this normally tense muscle 
group.  
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11. Tighten your chest muscles by taking in a deep breath. Hold for up to 10 seconds ... and 
then release slowly. Imagine any excess tension in your chest flowing away with the 
exhalation. 

12. Tighten your stomach muscles by sucking your stomach in. Hold ... and then release. 
Imagine a wave of relaxation spreading through your abdomen. 

13. Tighten your lower back by arching it up. Hold ... and then relax. (If you have low back 
pain, don’t arch your back. Instead, put your hands on the muscles of your low back, 
squeeze for 10 seconds, then release.) 

14. Tighten your buttocks by pulling them together. Hold ... and then relax. Imagine the 
muscles in your hips going loose and limp. 

15. Squeeze your thigh muscles all the way down to your knees. (Your hips will also tighten.) 
Hold ... and then relax. Feel your thigh muscles smoothing out and relaxing completely. 

16. Tighten your calf muscles by-pulling your toes toward you (Flex carefully to avoid 
cramps. And if you get cramps, take more magnesium). Hold ... and then relax. 

17. Tighten your feet by curling your toes downward. Hold ... and then relax. 
18. Mentally scan your body for any residual tension. If a particular area remains tense, 

repeat one or two tense-relax cycles for that group of muscles. 
19. Finally, imagine a wave of relaxation slowly spreading throughout your body, starting at 

your head and gradually penetrating every muscle group all the way down to your toes. 
20. As you practice PMR you will be able to recreate this wave at any time of the day or 

night. It will take you to the PMR “feeling place” as if you’ve just done a 20 minute 
session. 

Making It Work For You 
Most guidelines for PMR say it should take about 20-30 minutes the first time you do the 
sequence. But, when I do the math, for 16 muscle groups at 30 seconds each, that’s 480 seconds 
or 8 minutes. 

Oops, right there, you just got a glimpse of my brain trying to find a way to speed up a 
relaxation technique! Can you believe it? Did I ever tell you the story of learning to fold origami 
birds from two very young patients? It wasn’t long before I was timing myself to see how many I 
could do in an hour! Kinda defeats the pupose doesn’t it! 

So, cancel that thought that you can “get it done” in 8 minutes. It’s not about getting PMR 
done. It’s about doing this exercise mindfully and making a difference in your body. 

To make things go smoother, however, you can record the sequence on a cassette player or in 
your computer. I record using QuickTime Player on my Mac. You can also buy progressive 
muscle relaxation tapes on Amazon. Just make sure to read all the reviews so you have an idea 
what you’re getting. 

Questions and Answers 
I’m sorry Dr. Dean, but it seems like this is just one more thing I have to do and with no 
time to do it. 
It doesn’t have to be. Here are some ways to work around a time crunch. If it takes you 10-15 
minutes before you fall asleep at night, that’s a good time to practice this exercise. I know I said 
don’t fall asleep but, heck, if it’s the only free time you have, use it! 
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You may even find that it relaxes you so much that you don’t need as much sleep and wake 
up earlier, which makes time instead of using it. If it takes you 30 minutes to fall asleep, then this 
is the Mind Over Matter exercise for you! Doing PMR at bedtime will give you a deeper sleep 
because your muscles aren’t all twitchy and raring to wake you up. 

 
Do I really have to spend 20-30 minutes doing this, won’t 10 minutes be enough. 
Dr. Jacobson set those “rules.” Doctors often do that as if every patient is part of their clinical 
trials and they don’t want to mess up their data by one person doing it “wrong” according to their 
standards. 

I’d say, do as much or as little as you have time for. If you feel the benefits from even 5 
minutes then you and your body will decide if you would like more and therefore you’ll do more. 
That’s the way to proceed with most things in life. Try them out and if they work it’s that much 
easier to make a habit of them. 

Until Next Week 
Remember, if you don’t think you can do EVERYTHING that I outline in the Future Health 
Now! modules, don’t worry. I don’t expect you to! Even if you just do 20% you’ll probably see 
80% of the results you are looking for.  

Even if you take three deep breaths and tense your whole body all at once for 10 seconds and 
drop into a relaxed limp state, I’d be happy! That may be enough to show you the difference 
between tension and relaxation. And that just might egg you on to trying the whole sequence. As 
I said, just do it at night when you are lying in bed. If nothing else it’s a distraction from thinking 
about what you didn’t to today and have to do tomorrow! As always, there is no pressure. Do as 
much as you can so that it will lessen your load and not enough to increase it! 

Coming Up In Module 58 
Let’s explore Milk Substitutes. Like me, you may only be able to eat dairy products occasionally. 
Next week, I’ll talk about what to drink in between. Or if you are allergic to dairy, let’s explore 
the best way to get the look and feel and taste of dairy without the downside.  

In fact, there are many milk substitutes choices. Almond milk, rice milk, soy milk. I’ll even 
show you how to make your own nut milk.  
 
If you have any questions about this module email me at help@drcarolyndean.com 
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