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Learning to Relax

by Randy R. Weigel, Extension Specialist,
Cooperative Extension Service

Roger holds down a job in town to supplement income
from the family ranch. He is up before everyone else in
the house on most days, and his schedule and lack of ad-
equate sleep often have him feeling as if he does morning
chores in a stupor. Although he is able to recognize
stress signals, Roger sometimes feels powerless to address
them. “There just isn’t any extra time in my day,” he
says.

Roger’s statement about lack of time is probably all too
familiar. Many ag producers can relate to this feeling.
What needs to be considered, however, is the time that
stress eats away from each task—feeding the livestock
takes an hour when you are alert; it takes 90 minutes
when you are battling stress and fatigue.

Practicing relaxation may seem too time-consuming or
even like a waste of time for many ranchers and farmers.
But in the overall scheme of things, the benefits will
make you more effective throughout each day. So listen
to your body’s signals, and take some action to reduce
stress through relaxation techniques.

Relaxation can occur in various ways and in many places.
You may want to set aside time once or twice each day
for relaxing. The following techniques can be used at
times during the day when you take breaks, as well as
when you find yourself in a stressful situation. Keep in
mind that a successful relaxation technique should be en-
joyable and easy, but that it may take time to perfect.



Meditation as a form of
relaxation (relaxation
response)

Meditation is more than concen-
trating on a concept; it is the pro-
cess by which you gain mastery
over your reaction to external in-
formation (stimuli). Successful
meditation involves a temporary
shut down of the information pro-
cessing mechanisms of the brain.
The result is known as the relax-
ation response. Once you learn it,
you can induce the relaxation re-
sponse whenever you are con-
fronted with a stressful situation.

There are four components stan-
dard to most relaxation response
strategies. First of all, find a place
that is quiet and distraction-free.
Second, concentrate on a selected
word or phrase in order to clear
the mind. The third requirement
is a passive attitude, both mentally
and physically. Fourth, assume a
comfortable position, but one that
is not likely to induce sleep.

The relaxation response was devel-
oped through the pioneering work
of Herbert Benson. To use the re-
laxation response, take the follow-
ing steps:

1. Sit quietly and in a comfort-
able position.

2. Shut your eyes.

3. Relax all muscles, beginning at
your feet and moving up to
your face. Keep them relaxed.

4. Breathe through the nose, be-
coming more and more aware

of your breathing. When
breathing, say the word “one”
silently to yourself. Breathe
“one,” in...*one,” out, and so
on. Your breathing should be
easy and natural.

Continue the process for 10 to
20 minutes. You may check
the time, but do not use an
alarm. When you finish, sit
several minutes more, at first
with your eyes closed and later
with your eyes open. Do not
stand up right away.

Do not worry about achieving
a deep level of relaxation.
Rather, use a passive attitude
to permit relaxation to occur
at its own pace. With practice,
the response should come.
Use this technique once or
twice daily, but not within two
hours of a meal, since the di-
gestive processes seem to inter-
fere with the relaxation re-
sponse.



Everyone can elicit the relaxation
response, whether through
Benson’s method or by some
other approach. The American
Heart Association also recom-
mends meditation, as stress is a
risk factor in heart disease, cancer,
and other illnesses.

Muscular relaxation

Progressive muscle relaxation.
Developed by Edmund Jacobsen,
this technique involves a series of
sequential physical exercises. Be-
ginning with the lower extremities
of the body, the first muscle group
is tensed for 7 seconds and then
completely relaxed for 20 to 60
seconds. The tension-release pat-
tern is repeated in the original
group and then in different muscle
groups, moving upward toward
the head. Current research con-
firms that if you relax your muscles
through focused physical exercises,
mental relaxation will follow.

Mini stretch. Try to touch your
ears with your shoulders. Hold the
position for a count of four. Let
your shoulders drop, and then ro-
tate each shoulder separately to-
ward the rear. Rotate each shoul-
der five to ten times. Then do
both shoulders together.

Shaking. This is a quick way to
relieve tension and relax tight
muscles. With arms hanging
loosely by your sides, begin to
shake your hands. Then move up
the body to include your arms and
shoulders. Gradually slow down
the shaking. Next, sit and do the

same thing with both legs. Be
careful not to shake too vigor-
ously.

Diaphragmatic breathing

Normal breathing is usually an un-
conscious act. Diaphragmatic
breathing, in contrast, requires a
conscious decision to focus your
attention on this basic physiologi-
cal function. As you slowly breathe
in, let your stomach expand.
Think of it as a balloon you are
filling with air. As you exhale, let
the air out of your “balloon”
slowly. Place your hands on your
stomach; you should feel it raise
and lower as you breathe.

Diaphragmatic breathing requires
concentration. You can minimize
external distractions by practicing
this technique in a quiet place.
Your mind, however, may create
internal distractions. When you
notice distracting thoughts, allow
them to pass and then refocus
your attention on breathing. To
reduce stress at any time or place
during the day, occasionally take
three to seven full breaths of air.
Remember to relax while doing
this.

Relaxation “vacations”

Escape for a while. Sometimes the
best idea is to get away from the
stressful problem and take time for
a quick trip, a book, a game, or a
movie. “Stand there and suffer” is
a form of self-punishment and not
a way to solve the problem. Re-
cover and come back to deal with

the difficulty when you are better
prepared.

A good way to escape is to literally
get away. This can mean taking a
break from work or, when time
permits, physically leaving the day-
to-day stresses of agricultural pro-
duction. One of the most com-
mon stresses ag producers face is
balancing work and personal life,
s0 it just makes sense to spend va-
cation time away from the ranch
or farm to gain the maximum level
of rest. Several times during the
year, spend a weekend or even a
day visiting a new place.

Intrinsically rewarding experiences
can also be great escapes. An in-
trinsically rewarding activity is one
that you enjoy for its own sake and
that takes you away from your
troubles for a while. A hobby is a
good example, but other activities
can be less structured. Taking a
drive, reading a book, or going for
a walk are other simple ideas. Try
doing things that you do because
you want to, not because you have
to, on a regular basis. This is par-
ticularly important when you feel
tense, overworked, or stressed.



For those times when a literal es-
cape is not feasible, try some unin-
terrupted quiet. Sit comfortably
for 15 to 20 minutes with your
eyes closed. Create a restful mental
picture, perhaps of a favorite
mountain stream. You might be
fishing from the bank on a warm
afternoon. Imagine a leaf that
drifts slowly along on the water
before it passes out of sight. Re-

peat this scene several times. It will
help you practice letting thoughts,
like the leaves, come and go with-
out getting *““stuck” as you relax.

Find what works for you

There are many other relaxation
techniques. Each person should
develop an activity that suits them
and that gives them the best rest
and recovery, whether it’s prayer,
listening to music or relaxation
tapes, yoga, massage, or one of the
techniques listed here.

People vary in their reactions to
relaxation techniques. Some
ranchers or farmers may feel very
relaxed soon after trying the exer-
cises outlined above. If you receive
immediate results from these tech-
niques, so much the better.

Other producers may notice rela-
tively little change in their stress
level, especially the first few times.
If you expected immediate results
from these relaxation techniques
and did not receive them, you may
feel discouraged or want to give
up. But don’t cheat yourself. Keep
trying a variety of techniques until
you find one that works for you!

Revised and adapted from:

lowa State University. Cooperative
Extension Service. Stress on the
Farm: Skills for Stress Manage-
ment. Pm-988d. Ames: lowa State
Cooperative Extension Service,
1981.

lowa State University. Cooperative
Extension Service. Stress on the
Farm Lesson 2: Stress Manage-
ment—Taking Charge. Pm-1172b.
Ames: lowa State Cooperative Ex-
tension Service, 1984.

References

Miller, William Hans and Richard
L. Heinrich. Personal Stress Man-
agement for Medical and Dental
Patients. Los Angeles: PSM Press,
1984.

Mills, James Willard. Coping With
Stress: A Guide to Living. New
York: John Wiley and Sons,
Inc.,1982.

Seaward, Brian Luke. Managing
Stess: Principles and Strategies for
Health and Wellbeing. Second Edi-
tion. Boston: Jones and Bartlett
Publishers, Inc., 1997.

Yates, Jere E. Managing Stress.
New York: AMACOM, 1979.

Editor: Hattie Penny, College of Agriculture, Office of Communications and Technology
Graphic Designer: Tana Stith, College of Agriculture, Office of Communications and Technology

Issued in furtherance of Cooperative Extension work, acts of May 8 and June 30, 1914, in cooperation with the U.S. Department of
Agriculture. Glen Whipple, Director, Cooperative Extension Service, University of Wyoming, Laramie, Wyoming 82071.

Persons seeking admission, employment, or access to programs of the University of Wyoming shall be considered without regard to
race, color, religion, sex, national origin, disability, age, political belief, veteran status, sexual orientation, and marital or familial
status. Persons with disabilities who require alternative means for communication or program information (Braille, large print,
audiotape, etc.) should contact their local UW CES Office. To file a complaint, write the UW Employment Practices/Affirmative

Action Office, University of Wyoming, P.O. Box 3434, Laramie, Wyoming 82071-3434.



