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2-STEP WAY TO BREATHE TENSION OUT, RELAXATION IN
Step 1:	Sit in a straight-back chair and slide forward a few inches so that you are slightly reclining.  Put a pillow behind your lower back if you like.  Place one hand palm-down over your navel and put your other hand on top of it.

Without trying to change your breathing, close your eyes and notice over five breaths whether your belly expands or flattens as you inhale.  If it expands, you’re breathing at least in part from your diaphragm; if not, you’re breathing from your chest.  

Step 2: Take a deep breath and then blow it out through your mouth, like an audible sigh of relief.  Notice how your belly flattens; flatten it even further, using your abdominal muscles to squeeze out every last bit of air.  Now just relax and let the next breath flow in by itself through your nose.  Can you feel your belly expand?  If not, just try again.

The trick to shifting from chest to abdominal breathing is to exhale completely for just one breath.  Exhaling once through the mouth empties the lungs completely, and the resulting vacuum automatically pulls in a deep, diaphragmatic breath.  Once you get the hang of it, two or three minutes of abdominal breathing provide a real time-out from tension.  Even two or three breaths can make a difference.

THE RELAXATION COUNTDOWN
Another excellent exercise combines abdominal breathing with mental imagery to produce a quick change in attitude:

Breath out with a sigh of relief, to shift to abdominal breathing.  Take another breath, and in your mind’s eye watch it fill your lungs completely, from bottom to top.  As you breathe out, silently say ten, letting go of tension as if it were a wave moving from your head, down your body and out through the soles of your feet.  Imagine the feeling of letting go.

On the next breath repeat the images, saying nine on the out breath.  Continue backward all the way down to one.  If you lose count, don’t worry.  Pick up wherever you think you were.

As you practice this technique, you’ll find you need shorter and shorter sessions - just two or three breaths will leave you feeling as relaxed as a full ten once did, and turn an anxious body, and mind, into a more relaxed one.


From: Minding the Body, Mending the Mind by Joan Borysenko (1987)
