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PREFACE

The idea

For many years we have been meeting and working with asylum seekers and refugees offering our service as
clinical psychologists. It often happens that we suggest breathing and relaxation exercises during a counselling
session and that people are interested in hearing more about them. People have expressed how much they
valued these exercises however they have also shared with us that they struggled to integrate them into their
daily life or to apply them when they most needed them. These experiences prompted the idea to record
breathing and relaxation exercises in different languages and to make them accessible in digital format to asylum
seekers and refugees. Considering that most people nowadays own a phone that allows them to download digital
files, we have shared both the texts and audio files on our website.

For whom

Because we strongly believe it’s important that the exercises are accessible to anyone who might benefit from
them, independently of their legal status or financial means, we are happy to share the translated texts and the
digital recordings for free. The exercises can be used both by those who wish to take advantage of the resources
themselves as well as by those looking for materials to complement their work in supporting or counselling
others.

Important information

Many of the exercises originate or are related to traditions of faith or wisdom from the different corners of the
world. It is important to be aware and acknowledge that many of those traditions, like yoga, were once the object
of persecution. We thank the people who have given us permission to use their versions of these sorts of
exercises in this project. Some exercises come forth from specific sources of which we added the references. For
a couple of exercises it was impossible to determine their origin and they are considered part of the common
good. The exercises lacking references are our own versions of those.

We want to emphasise that we don’t pretend to believe that these exercises are the solutions to the the multiple
suffering experienced within seeking refuge. For some, they offer relief; to others they are not helpful. We are
committed to avoid enactments of Western colonialism that has us imposing our own understanding of
difficulties and particularly the idea of the correct solutions on other people’s experience. Moreover, we are
aware that the problems faced by refugees often arose in a broader socio-political context and human rights
violations. Our vision therefore resists the tendency to individualise, pathologise and medicalise this kind of
suffering. With this in mind, we hope that these exercises will be integrated with much care and respect in a
comprehensive support that seeks to find helpful ways forward collaboratively.

The unique approach of our project is the fruit of our own work and we would highly appreciate it for you to
respect our work, make honest use of it and refer to it correctly.

This project was carried out with little resources. In those cases where we couldn’t accomplish the translations
of all parts, we have kept the English versions for those missing parts. This is to strive for as much uniformity as
possible across all texts.

Feedback

We would love to hear (team@care4drefugees.org) from you in case:

the exercises have been of value to you or others in any way,

you notice mistakes or have suggestions for improvement,



you have exercises that have proven to be particularly helpful for asylum seekers or refugees and that
we could possibly share on the website in the future,
you would wish to make a donation to support this project.

Warmly,

Sarah and Johan

Sarah Strauven Johan Op De Beeck
www.skyma.be www.psycholoogjohanopdebeeck.be
@StrauvenSarah
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INTRODUCTION

Stress can be a good thing. For example, if you are attacked, stress will enhance your muscle strength and blood
flow so that you are able to run away or defend yourself, bringing yourself into safety. Or perhaps you might be
facing a very difficult conflict between people. Stress will help maintain your focus and keep you feeling energetic
so that you can mediate the conflict successfully. Stress can generally lead to better performance, more
satisfaction and a greater sense of competence. When you take on a challenge, you can be proud of yourself:
“Thanks to my efforts, I've achieved this goal. I've been dedicated and it has paid off”. Despite all of these
benefits, stress can become harmful when it is persistent and/or when we have the impression of being
powerless and/or when we don’t reach any results in spite of great efforts.

There are several ways that you can help deal with stress. For instance, setting yourself achievable goals, focusing
your attention on what you can change, feeling gratitude for the things that go well, doing sports, listening to
music or playing an instrument, passing time with friends, reading and spending time in nature, are all activities
that can help to manage your stress.

Unfortunately, engaging in these activities is not always possible. The question is, what you can do to cope with
stress in those circumstances? This question is especially important because prolonged and harmful stress affects
many systems in your body and mind putting you under great pressure.

Some examples of long-term effects of stress are:

During the day, persistent ruminative thoughts or worries prevent you from enjoying social contacts and
activities. As a result, you can less easily retrieve happy memories and focus on the positive. In addition, you may
experience difficulty concentrating and you are suffering from forgetfulness.

At night, ruminative thoughts or worries prevent you from falling asleep peacefully and in good time. While
dreams usually help to reduce difficult emotions or to process events spontaneously, your high levels of stress
create agitated or anxious dreams. This results in you waking up several times a night or waking up early without
being able to fall asleep again. You don’t get deep, refreshing sleep anymore and after a while you get physically
exhausted. There is a greater risk of ending up in a negative, downward spiral because the physical and emotional
exhaustion tends to isolate you, which results in experiencing less social support and understanding. You get the
feeling of even being more alone. Your body cannot relax anymore and the muscles of your chest, neck, shoulders
and jaw are constantly tense. You get headaches, back or stomach pains that will not pass easily. You have no
energy left and you don’t feel like yourself anymore. In the face of prolonged stress, your body no longer has the
natural strength to recuperate and recover. Your defensive and immune systems are weakened and you become
sick more easily.

In these examples it is clear that stress doesn’t always help us to cope. These examples illustrate the harmful
effects of ongoing stress on our body and mind. This kind of stress doesn’t strengthens us to take action, instead
it undermines our natural systems making it more difficult for us to endure difficult times in powerful, creative
and hopeful ways.

Sometimes our resources fall short. For instance, perhaps we are far away from family and friends, we have no
money for relaxing activities such as a day trip or going to the movie, we can’t exercise because we don’t have
the right equipment, we can’t feel safe or our faith is shaking. Sometimes circumstances feel too heavy and
hopeless that they overwhelm our resources. Yet, it is important to actively cope with stress in precisely these
situations. Look for things that give you piece of mind, small islands of satisfaction and hope and try to maintain
or increase them in your daily life.

We know that everyone has an inner resource that we can call on always and everywhere: our breathing. For
most people, this may seem strange at first because we breathe without thinking about it or without any efforts.



And yet, for centuries, all major religious traditions and life philosophies have been interested in our breathing.
Science confirms the positive effects of a conscious breathing practice. By calmly breathing in and out, with great
care and attention, our body reacts in ways that are opposite to the stress response: our heart rate decreases,
muscle tension drops, etc. Conscious breathing seems to cause a chain reaction in all systems and to bring about
a relaxed body and a calm mind. Deliberate, slow and deep breathing stimulates the relaxation response. The
more we master this practice, the more we will draw benefits from it. Especially in situations of prolonged stress
it is useful and helpful to practice regularly and carefully.

We have collected 12 breathing and relaxation exercises that can be used as a foundation to start a practice.
These exercises have been recorded digitally and can easily be downloaded and saved on a mobile phone, a
laptop, or any other audio enabled device. This makes them available anywhere, and at any time.



REVIEW OF THE EXERCISES

We divided the exercises in four groups.

The first group includes exercises that are specifically focused on the breathing. The basis for these exercises is
conscious and quiet breathing. All other exercises build to a greater or lesser extent upon the skill to breath
quietly, consciously and naturally. The level of difficulty increases in the first three exercises. To achieve the best
results, continue working on the first exercise until you have mastered it before proceeding to the next.. Give
yourself time to learn and to apply the exercises. At first, most people experience difficulties becoming aware of
their breathing and some struggle with the transition from a shallow and rapid breathing into a deep, slow
breathing. Persevere, give your body and mind a chance to reprogram. After some time it will become easier and
you will easily be able to apply it wherever and whenever you want. Feel free to start with short exercises and
build up your endurance steadily. As your ease and confidence grow, you will feel free to spend more time on
the practice.

Abdominal breathing
Breathing exercise 4-4-4-4
Breathing exercise 4-7-8
Alternate nostril breathing

The second group are exercises that help bring your awareness to the 'here and now'. In stressful situations, we
are often seized by painful memories of the past or worries about the future. Sometimes even the present is
heavy to carry. Exercises that ‘ground’ us can assist in dealing with intense or overwhelming feelings and
memories. By bringing our awareness back to the present moment and to anchor it in reality, we renew our
feelings of calmness.

54321 exercise
Re-orientation in here and now
Tapping exercise

The third group of exercises focuses on the body. Stress can sometimes demand all our attention and cause us
to retreat into our own world. When this happens we worry about what has happened, we try to understand
what is going on, we try to find solutions, we analyze possibilities and weigh off alternatives, we think all the
time, etc. These exercises help you to listen to your body again and to be aware of any the tensions. By focusing
on your body, both through activation and relaxation, you can bring more balance and create more space in your
head.

Stand in your power (standing breathing exercise)
Body scan
Muscle relaxation according to Jacobson

The exercises in the last group call on the imagination. Some people like to relax by means of images or a story.
The evoked images and impressions help them to breathe calmly and to break free from the worries that occupy
them.

Near the stream
Forest visualization



WHICH EXERCISES ARE USEFUL FOR PARTICULAR COMPLAINTS?

The 12 exercises that we offer here are only just a small selection from a huge range of breathing and relaxation
exercises that exist in the world. We hope to help you undertake a practice where you can rely on your inner
resources. This short list of exercises is just a start.

We invite you to explore further and to try other techniques and exercises. Develop your own practice with
exercises that are useful and helpful to you. Try to be aware of the effects of different exercises. Do you feel
immediate results from the breathing exercises? Are the exercises focused on the here-and-now a great support
during difficult times? Do you particularly benefit from body-focused exercises? Are the imagination exercises
offering you precious moments of peace? Trust your own judgment and intuition to feel what exactly works best
for you in different circumstances. Below, we give you some suggestions about exercises that could possible
bring you some sense of relief in certain situations.

If any of the exercises are disagreeable or make you feel restless, tense or uncomfortable, then please stop. Try
to find what may be the reason for this and adapt the exercise or look for another one.

If your thoughts don’t let go and completely exhaust you mentally. When the mind becomes a burden and you
just need to have some peace:

Abdominal breathing
Breathing exercise 4-4-4-4
Breathing exercise 4-7-8
Alternate nostril breathing
54321 exercise

If you have trouble falling (back) asleep. If you want to prepare your body and mind for a good night's sleep:

Abdominal breathing
Alternate nostril breathing
54321 exercise

Body scan

If you feel like you are disconnecting or losing yourself in the past. If memories are about to overwhelm you and
you’d like to avoid this. If you want to feel safe and solid, fully present in the here and now :

Re-orientation in here and now
Tapping exercise

When images intrude and you can’t easily shake them off. If they prevent you to do the things you want and
what you want to change this:

54321 exercise
Body scan

If you feel very tense or haunted by continuous pain. If you want to be able to relax and to reduce the experience
of pain. If you want a break:

Abdominal breathing
Breathing exercise 4-4-4-4
Breathing exercise 4-7-8
Alternate nostril breathing



Stand in your power (standing breathing exercise)
Muscle relaxation according to Jacobson

If you are nervous or irritable and you quickly lose your composure. If you would like to respond more calmly to
situations and to have more control over your emotions:

Alternate nostril breathing
Stand in your power (standing breathing exercise)
Muscle relaxation according to Jacobson

If you experience difficulties concentrating and remembering things. If you want to free your mind and sharpen
your focus:

Abdominal breathing
Alternate nostril breathing
54321 exercise

If you feel low, hopeless and desperate. If you need a moment of renewed strength, confidence and hope:

Near the stream
Forest visualization
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This exercise is based on the work of BEARD Elizabeth, see her website http://joythruyoga.com/
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This exercise is based on the work of Dr. WEIL Andrew, see his website http://www.drweil.com (also video)
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This exercise is based on the work of BEARD Elizabeth, see her website http://joythruyoga.com/ and
on the work of Dr. KHALSA Gurusahay, see his website http://www.grdhealth.com
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54321 EXERCISE

This exercise helps you to bring your attention to the here and now, to be alert, to reduce tension and to stop
worrying. You can also use this exercise to fall asleep or to fall asleep again. It can be a pleasant exercise to get
your attention out of your head and to bring it to your senses, "What do | see here and now? What do | hear, here
and now? What do | feel here and now?

| will explain the exercise now. Unlike other exercises, my voice will not guide you step by step through the entire
exercise. | will just give the instructions.

In this exercise you describe, what you see, what you hear, what you feel in or with your body with detailed
attention and with care for features.

At the start of the exercise you can rate the amount of tension you feel in your body, from zero to ten. Zero being
totally relaxed, ten the maximum tension. Give a number to gauge your stress and remember it or write it down.

First round.

Describe attentively 5 things that you see. | see, for example: a plastic bottle with a red cap on it. There is a red,
transparent liquid in the bottle. The bottle is wider at the bottom and at the top and narrow in the center. It
stands on a brown table. You articulate sensory qualities of what you see such as the color, the size, the shape,
the nature of the surface and the materials. Describe five things you see in a similar way.

Then, describe five things you hear. | hear, for example, the sound of an engine accelerating. There usually aren’t
many sounds. However you may distinguish similar sounds. For example, a car accelerating, a car slowing down,
a car with a gasoline engine. You could also make a sound yourself. It is particularly important to be attentive to
the sound that you are naming. Note the sensory qualities of the sounds like the loudness, the duration, the
tone, the rhythm, the distance. Be aware of the obvious sounds and the more subtle sounds. In this way, you
describe in the second part of this first round, five things you hear.

Finally, you describe five things you feel in or with your body. | feel, for example, some pressure on my feet of
the shoes I’'m wearing. My feet clearly feel that they are contained by my shoes. This is about physical sensations
and not about emotions such as being happy, angry or scared. Note sensory qualities of touch such as softness,
pressure, or temperature. Describe in this third part of the first round five things you feel in or with your body.

So each round has three parts, one for seeing, one for hearing, one for feeling.

In the second round you describe four things you see, four things you hear and four things you are aware of in
or with your body. Preferably you describe new things each time, things you haven’t described before.

In the third round you describe three things you see, three things you hear and three things you are aware of in
or with your body. In the next round describe each time two things you see, hear, feel.

In the final round describe just one thing you see, hear, feel.
Now you understand why this exercise is called the 54321!

At the end of the exercise, establish how much tension you feel in your body, from zero to ten. How much tension
do you feel? Is there a difference with the start of the exercise?

Check carefully what changes you notice by doing this exercise.

The act of measuring and comparing of the physical tension before and after the exercise is especially important
in learning the exercise. When you feel confident with the 54321 you can quit doing these measurements.
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The 54321 takes 20 to 45 minutes. If you do it in less than 20 minutes, | suggest you name more details during
each observation.

If you use the exercise at bedtime or when falling asleep again, it can be dark and you can keep your eyes closed.
You can describe the things that you see in broad daylight in your room. In this instance you call on your memory.
What would you observe in broad daylight? It may even be in a different place. When you are trying to fall asleep,
you don’t have to complete the exercise, falling asleep is fine! If you lose count during the exercise, just pick up
where you think to have stopped or start again. It doesn’t matter as long as you can fall asleep.

Now you know the instructions of the 54321 and you may try to do the 54321 by yourself or with someone else.
The actual practice will make you familiar with this method and its effects on your attention and relaxation.
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This exercise is based on the work of LEVINE Peter, see his book Healing Trauma, p40-41
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This exercise is based on the work of PHAROS (www.pharos.nl), see their book Gezond blijven in moeilijke
situaties
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BODY SCAN

The body scan is designed to help you become aware of how your body feels in the present moment. Prolonged
stress or pain can result in us paying too little attention to our body. In this exercise, you bring your attention back
to your body and it doesn’t matter if you notice tension or relaxation.

If you do this exercise at bedtime it doesn’t matter what happens: you fall asleep, your attention weakens, you
think about other things , you feel nothing ... it's all ok. These are the experiences of the moment.

Notice the experiences and keep your attention on the exercise. Even if you observe less pleasurable sensations,
feelings or thoughts it’s ok. Be aware of what is happening in this moment, here and now.

Sit, stand or lie in a comfortable position. Take a posture that feels comfortable enough to focus your attention
for some time on your body.

Take a few moments to get in touch with the movement of your breathing and the sensations in your body.
When you feel ready, bring your awareness to the physical sensations in your body. Feel how your body makes
contact with the outside world, your chair, your bed. It helps to focus your attention on the inhalations and let
go on the exhalations.

Now bring your awareness gently to your chest. Be aware of the things that you can feel in your chest: motion,
temperature, pressure, weight,... Focus on your lungs, your ribs and your heart. Notice your heart rate. Feel how
your chest fills up with air with each breath you take. With each exhalation you let the used air out. Continue to
inhale deeply and slowly, exhale quietly. In ... and out ... in ... and out ...

Now focus your attention to your neck and head. Be aware of every detail in your chin, your lips, your mouth,
your tongue, your jaws, your cheeks, your nose, your eyes, your ears, your forehead, your scalp and the back of
your head. Take your time to carefully feel the qualities. How heavy are your eyelids, how tense is your jaw, how
warm is the air in your nose when you inhale, how warm is the air in your mouth when you exhale?

Now take your attention to your left shoulder. Descend carefully along the left upper arm and lower arm to your
left hand. Determine how your fingers and thumb feel. Note hereby qualities as movement and temperature.
Are there other details you can feel?

Now bring your attention to your right shoulder. Descend carefully along the right arm and lower arm to your
right hand. Determine how your fingers and thumb feel. Note hereby qualities as movement and temperature.
Are there other details you can feel?

Now bring your awareness to the physical sensations in your belly. Notice the changes in your belly that occur
every time you inhale and exhale . Take a few moments to experience how this feels for you. Maybe you notice
other things in the area of your belly? Continue to inhale deeply and slowly, exhale gently. In ... and out ... in ...
and out ...

After you have made contact with the sensations in your belly, bring your attention to your left leg and descend
gently to your left foot and the toes of your left foot. Focus consecutively on each toe of your left foot. Research
with curiosity the quality of the feelings that you notice. Perhaps it is the contact between the toes, tingling or
warmth or perhaps nothing at all.

Now bring your attention to your right leg and descend gently to your right foot and the toes of your right foot.
Notice how these areas of your body feel. Focus successively on each toe of your right foot. Stay curious.
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Bring your attention to your buttocks and back. Notice the different sensations. Maybe you feel the fabric of your
clothes on your skin, the back of your chair against your spine or tension in certain muscle groups. Notice with

care and precision.

We have scanned the entire body. Breathe a few times deeply and slowly in and out. In ... and out .. In ... and out.
Feel your entire body. Allow your breath to flow freely in and out of your body.

This exercise is based on the work of SIVAK Katya, see ‘Grounding exercises, Progressive Muscle Relaxation,
Meditation, Visualization and Guiding Imagery’ or her website http://www.heartfulness.ca/
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This exercise is based on the work of SIVAK Katya, see ‘Grounding exercises, Progressive Muscle Relaxation,
Meditation, Visualization and Guiding Imagery’ or her website http://www.heartfulness.ca/
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This exercise is based on the work of SIVAK Katya, see ‘Grounding exercises, Progressive Muscle Relaxation,
Meditation, Visualization and Guiding Imagery’ or her website http://www.heartfulness.ca/
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