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CALM DOWN AND TAKE A DEEP BREATH! GETTING CHILDREN TO RELAX THEIR 
BODY: DOES IT REALLY HELP FOR CHILDREN/TEENS WHEN THEY ARE UPSET? 

September 25, 2018  

Take a moment to remember a time in the last few days in which you felt stressed, frustrated or worried.   Reflect for 
a moment on your body in that moment.  Your heart rate had sped up a little, you were breathing a little quicker, 
your body temperature rose slightly and your muscles were more tense than usual.   You might not have noticed 
these things at the time because you were focused on whatever problem you were managing, but it was there in the 
background.  

This reaction is a deep seated physical response for humans, and happens for kids too.  Whenever they perceive 
some kind of danger, threat or problem, their bodies react by increasing what can be called their “physiological 
arousal”- either just slightly (eg they might say they have a headache because they’ve had tense shoulders for 
example at the end of the day) or a significantly (they might hyperventilate, experience heart racing, or rigid body 
which makes them scream/yell or stops them even being able to talk).  

It’s important to know that this response can happen in response to an actual present danger or threat (a large dog 
jumping on them for example) or an imagined one (thinking about a test coming up, being away from us, an 
argument with one of their friends). 

From an evolutionary (and survival) point of view:  this reaction was helpful.  It made humans in ancient societies 
quicker to respond to things which might hurt them – fast breathing, tense muscles and fast heart rates help pump 
blood into major muscle groups, get oxygen to muscles and helps us move quickly.   This is why psychologists 
sometimes call this reaction the “Fight, Flight, Freeze” response. 

Unfortunately this kind of high physiological tension has some unwanted side effects – in both the short and long 
term.  

When we are in the midst of a fight/flight/freeze response, our ability to think, communicate, remember complex 
information and explain ideas is reduced.    Our brains can’t do “run away and fight” behaviours at the same time as 
“calm down and think”.  This is true for children too.   Whenever their subconscious or conscious brain identifies a 
danger or a threat – their ability to think slowly and clearly, tell us what is happening, understand what we are telling 
them – goes down. 

This was fine in ancient societies when are dangers mostly consisted of running away from tigers – this kind of stress 
was over quickly and in those situations “calm down and think” behaviours were less important than “run as fast as 
possible” behaviours!  However in today’s society our threats are not short term, don’t usually require a fight or flight 
response.  

For example, when a child is having a strong emotional reaction to getting told off by a teacher, a parent leaving 
them by themselves for a time, losing a game or thinking about an assignment – their ability to think, talk to us, 
explain what is happening for them and listen to instructions is reduced.  This is a short term side effects of flight, 
flight, freeze responses. 

In the long term, children who have a high level of physiological tension for a long period of time are more likely to 
experience increased physical and emotional problems – like ongoing anxiety, headaches and stomache aches, 
muscle soreness and sleep problems. 

It makes sense therefore to help children reduce their physiological tension 

In 1908, a psychologist called Edward Jacobsen first proposed that it would be useful to help people to learn to 
reduce their physiological tension, and 30 years later he wrote a book called:  “Progressive Relaxation” which 
detailed how to tense and then relax each muscle group in the body and the benefits of doing so. 

Since that time, there have been hundreds of programs developed for adults – and eventually children - which have 
physiological tension reduction at the core of what they do.  



© 2018 Kirrilie Smout. All Rights Reserved.     

These programs have various names:  “deep breathing programs” and “relaxation training” or “progressive muscle 
relaxation” are specifically about reducing physiological tension and were discussed by these names frequently in the 
1970’s and 80’s.  

More recently other programs have been developed and called different names such as mindfulness, meditation, and 
yoga.  These programs usually have broader goals than just reducing physiological tension, however they usually also 
include relaxing the body as a significant component.  (I am currently reviewing research on children's mindfulness 
and meditation programs specifically, but in this article I will limit my comments to the more physiologically based 
relaxation programs.  However it is useful to be aware that there is a continuum and overlap between relaxation 
programs and mindfulness based programs.)      

Here’s what we know about the evidence behind relaxation based programs. 

1. RELAXATION BASED PROGRAMS DO REDUCE PHYSIOLOGICAL TENSION 

Research has shown that relaxation programs use techniques which do reduce physiological tension.  For example, 
these programs get child to do one or more of the following: 

Deliberately first tense and then consciously relax their muscles, one muscle group at a time 
Relax only (not tense) their muscles (sometimes while visualizing their muscles becoming relaxed) 

Pay attention to and notice their breathing and/or slow it down  

Research shows that when we help children do this, their heart rate, breathing rate, muscle tension reduces.  Even 
quite young children (eg some research has done this in kindergarten children) can do this successfully. 

2. LOWERING PHYSIOLOGICAL TENSION HAS BENEFITS FOR CHILDREN’S EMOTIONAL 
AND PHYSICAL HEALTH, AT LEAST IN THE SHORT TERM 

There have been many research studies to show that when you help children to use relaxation techniques like those 
above, on a regular basis, children benefit – at least in the short term.  

For example, studies have been conducted with children in classroom-based settings in a general 
population.  Research in this area has been conducted with children with sleep problems, those diagnosed with 
ADHD, ASD,and behavioural challenges.  Research has also been conducted with children with fears about dental 
procedures, generalized anxiety, separation anxiety. 

Most of the time, these studies find that after the end of the relaxation program, parents report increases in their 
child’s well being, children report increased ability to cope with pain, reduced anxiety, reduced behavioural 
aggression, increased ability to pay attention, increased ability to get to sleep – and a whole host of other benefits. 

It’s not surprising therefore that the idea of lowering physiological arousal has since been incorporated into many 
different psychological treatment programs or packages. 

In many (or even most) programs of individual or group therapy.  CBT, mindfulness based therapy, acceptance 
commitment therapy all include a session, some training or more which is explicitly about at least noticing and 
usually about reducing breathing speed and muscle tension. 

There are also a plethora of apps, audio recordings, CDs, and web based programs, which help children learn to 
relax 

3. THERE ARE STILL SOME LIMITS TO THIS RESEARCH – AND RELAXATION PROGRAMS 
MAY NOT BE USEFUL IN ALL SITUATIONS 

Relaxation training is not perfect – and the research shows this.  For example 

• Scientists who have conducted a reviews of all the studies together say the research is of low quality.  This 
means lots of the research hasn’t had a control group (meaning the positive results could be a result of 
something other than the techniques used) and lots of the research studies have only had a small number of 
children in them.  
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• There are very few studies which follow up children in the long term to see if the benefits of the program 
have last after it has finished. 

• Some research studies did fail to find positive benefits of the program.  Some studies found that relaxation 
based programs didn’t actually make any difference to factors such as child reported well-being (ie the 
parents in this study thought it was helpful, but the children didn’t), behavior in the classroom (the teachers 
in this study thought it was helpful, but it didn’t lead to any reduction in problem behavior) or have any 
different effect to listening to a story (in this study, children had the same benefit in relaxation after listening 
to a story than they did to a relaxation technique). 

• Relaxation programs may have some negative effects in some situations.  I’ve read at least one study which 
suggested children in a relaxation procedure actually had an increase in heart rate after the relaxation 
procedure (this happened after younger children were asked to relax for more than 4 minutes), and in the 
clinic, I’ve seen some children experience relaxation exercises as unpleasant and feel tense about them.  

• Relaxation programs are often not sustained.  Research shows that most people who are taught relaxation 
based strategies don’t sustain or maintain them over the long term. 

 MY RECOMMENDATIONS FOR PARENTS/CAREGIVERS OF CHILDREN WITH EMOTIONAL 
OR BEHAVIOURAL CHALLENGES: 

Despite the limitations which are outlined above, the many years of research into the benefits of relaxation program 
is compelling.  I think it is really important to teach children how to pay attention to and relax their body and reduce 
their tension level. 

I’ve seen the benefits of this time and time again for children we see in the clinic.  When children get good at being 
able to notice their tension, know how to breathe deeply through a stressful situation and relax their tense muscles 
when they are angry or anxious – they do better in many situations.  

However, I think it is important to do it carefully.  Here are my recommendations 

WE SHOULD EXPLAIN WHY WE WANT CHILDREN TO RELAX THEIR BODY 

Children who know why it is important to pay attention to and relax their bodies are more likely to be motivated to 
do this over their life time and sustain this practice.  

We need to explain to children how it helps them and why to do it.  This means saying things like: 

“Relaxing your body helps us because……….” 
“When we slow our breathing down…………..happens” 
“I like to try to slow my breathing down because……………….” 

WE SHOULD TEACH SHORT AND FAST RELAXATION BASED STRATEGIES FOR CHILDREN 

Long and sustained meditation practices are usually impossible for young children.  I like to use exercises with junior 
primary aged children which are 60 seconds or less.  Primary aged children can usually cope with a couple of minutes 
and adolescents can manage slightly longer periods of time. 

RELAXATION STRATEGIES FOR CHILDREN SHOULD BE EASY AND SIMPLE 

Progressive relaxation which asks children to tense and then relax various parts of their body may be too complex for 
some children.  Breathing based exercses which ask children to breathe in and out at certain rates and in certain ways 
but also be too complicated for some children. 

I think any strategy we want children to use regularly, and in stressful situations needs to be really simple and well 
explained.   

Personally I tell children there are just TWO steps to a relaxed body: a) slow breathing and b) floppy muscles.  I teach 
them to do both these steps - separately and then together.   We use some pictures and an animated video to 
explain this to them.  
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Other programs and approaches help children to “notice” their body or think about what they can hear, see or 
feel.  Other programs use imagery to help them relax.  It’s great to give children an option as to how they might 
relax their body (we can ask them what works for them) but whatever technique or strategy is used - it must be 
simple, or children will not be able to do it themselves. 

WE NEED TO HELP CHILDREN PRACTICE RELAXATION – AND TO DO THIS WHEN THEY ARE CALM 

I am frequently practicing “slow breathing and floppy” muscles with children in sessions.  To be honest it’s one of my 
favourite things to do, from an entirely selfish perspective! 

But I know that practice makes the difference.  We can’t just explain this once and expect young people to know how 
to do this.  Families I’ve worked with incorporate practice times in different ways, for example: 

• Three slow breaths/floppy body before we start eating dinner 

• Using meditation apps regularly at bedtime 

• Parents/adults talking about relaxing their own bodies 

• Morning meditations/relaxation exercises/devotion in the classroom 

• Slow breathing practice in helping children get to sleep at night 

WE NEED TO HELP CHILDREN USE RELAXATION IN STRESSFUL SITUATIONS 

If children can use a relaxation technique in a situation which makes them stressed, angry or worried, they are likely 
to experience benefits.  However most children need help remembering to do this, and to be motivated to do this. 

This is not easy.  Did you practice relaxing your body last time you felt stressed?  Even for us as adults this is hard to 
remember (or want to) do.  We need to assist children to do this.  This might be a verbal (gentle) reminder:  “before 
we talk about this, would you take a big breathe with me”, bedroom and classroom posters (Stressed?  R.E.L.A.X. 
your body) and questions:  “What might help you relax your body right now?  Can I help?” 

Usually this is only successful if we have followed all of the steps above (explanation of why we need to do it, 
teaching fast and quick methods and having support children to practice). 

WHERE TO START? 

If you have a child who experiences challenges with anxiety, stress, frustration or other life situations, then relaxation 
should be part of the way you help them manage.  Start small with a quick explanation of why we should do it, and 
then find a regular time of day to do a short practice with them. 


