
A toolbox full of coping skills 
(though information has been taken from “Conquering Infertility” by Dr. Alice Domar, 

(Penguin Books, 2002) these methods can be applied to any stressful situation) 
 

“Mind/body medicine is any method in which we use our minds to 
change our behavior or physiology in order to promote health or 
recover from illness. These approaches include the following: 
 
• Any technique that induces the relaxation response, including 

meditation, yoga, mindfulness, deep breathing, repetitive 
prayer, body scan, progressive muscle relaxation, autogenic 
training, and guided imagery. 

• Cognitive therapy, either within a group or one a one-to-one 
basis with a therapist. This approach allows you to challenge 
and replace thought patterns that trigger or reinforce 
depression, anxiety, and other negative emotional states. 

• Coping skills that manage stress, such as self-nurturance, 
social support, problem solving, emotional expression, and 
journaling. 

• Assertiveness training and communication skills that 
empower us to develop and sustain a nurturing network of 
relationships.” 

 
1. Relaxation Methods 

a. Breath Focus 
 

 Begin by taking a normal breath. Then take a 
deep, slow breath, allowing air to come through 
your nose and move deeply into your lower 
belly. Then breathe out through your mouth. 

 Alternate normal breaths and deep breaths 
several times. As you do so, focus on your 
breathing and notice the sensations you feel with 
each inhalation and exhalation. Pay attention to 
the difference between normal breaths and deep 



breaths-you may begin to observe that your 
normal breathing is constricted and your deep 
breathing fosters a sense of relaxation. 

 Now take a few minutes to practice deep 
breathing. Let the inhalations expand your belly. 
Allow yourself to sigh as you exhale. Repeat for 
several minutes. 

 For the last ten minutes of breath focus, imagine 
that the air you breathe into your nose carries 
with it a sense of peace and calm and that the air 
you exhale is removing tension and anxiety. You 
may want to say to yourself, on the inhalation, 
“Breathing in peace and calm,” and, on the 
exhalation, “Breathing out tension and anxiety.”  

b. Body Scan 
 

 Begin with a few minutes of deep breathing. 
Allow your stomach to expand as  you inhale 
and to contract as you exhale. 

 Now move on to the body scan Start by 
concentrating on your forehead. As you breathe 
in, note the way the muscles in your forehead 
feel. Let yourself become aware of any tension 
in your forehead muscles. Then, as you breathe 
out, let go of the muscle tension in your 
forehead. Continue this practice-becoming aware 
of tension on the in breath and letting go of 
tension on the out breath-for several slow, deep 
breaths. Remember to take nice, slow, deep 
breaths that cause your stomach to rise as you in 
hale and fall as you exhale. 

 Proceed to scan the rest of your body, repeating 
the process of awareness of tension while 
inhaling, letting go of tension while exhaling. 
Moving from the forehead, scan the area around 



the eyes, then the mouth, jaw, neck, back (from 
the top of the spine to the tailbone), shoulders, 
upper arms, lower arms, hand and fingers, chest, 
and stomach. 

 Before continuing to your lower body, do a 
quick mental check of your upper body. If you 
notice any tension between your forehead and 
your waist, concentrate on it as you inhale and 
let go as you exhale. 

 Proceed to scan your lower body-pelvis and 
buttocks, upper legs, lower legs, ankles, and feet. 
End with a scan of your entire body. If any areas 
of tension remain, repeat the process of 
concentration and letting go. 

 
c. Progressive Muscle Relaxation (PMR) 
 

 Prepare yourself for PMR by breathing deeply 
for a few minutes. 

 Start PMR by concentrating on your forehead. 
Consciously tighten the muscles of your 
forehead while counting slowly from one to five. 
Hold your forehead muscles as tight as you can 
for the duration of this count. Then let go of 
your tense forehead muscles while taking a nice, 
slow, deep breath. Notice your stomach rise as 
you inhale and fall back down as you exhale. 

 Repeat with the forehead muscles. 
 Now move down to your eyes and repeat the 

process twice. 
 Continue throughout the body, tightening the 

muscles in a particular area for a count of one to 
five, releasing the tension as you take a slow, 
deep, breath and repeating the process. Move 
from your eyes to your jaw, neck, back (from the 



top of the spine to the tailbone), right shoulder 
(bring it up as high as you can), upper right arm, 
forearm, right hand (tighten it into a fist), left 
shoulder, upper left arm, left forearm, left hand. 
Move to the chest, abdomen, pelvis, and 
buttocks, upper right leg, lower right leg, right 
foot (point your toes up), upper left leg, lower 
left leg, left foot. 

 As your relaxation comes to a close, do a mental 
check of your entire body, head to toes. If you 
notice any remaining areas of tension, tense 
those muscles for a count of one to five and then 
let go of the tension in those muscles as you take 
slow, deep breaths. 

d. Meditation 
 

 Choose a word or phrase for your meditation. 
Pick something that has meaning to you, such as 
“peace and calm” or “serenity.” For this 
instruction we’ll use the words “peace and 
calm.” 

 Close your eyes, if you’re comfortable doing so. 
If not, keep them open. 

 Starting with the number ten, count down to 
zero, one number for each breath you take. 
Notice that your breathing may get slower as 
you count down. 

 As you breathe in, begin to concentrate on the 
word “peace” in your mind. As you exhale, 
concentrate on the word “calm.” Inhale through 
your nose and exhale through your mouth, if that 
feels comfortable. 

 If your attention wanders, gently bring it back to 
the words on which you’re focusing. If thoughts 
or feelings intrude on your practice, 



acknowledge them gently-don’t encourage them 
or push them away-and then return to your 
breathing. 

 Gradually slow your breathing by pausing a few 
seconds after you inhale and again after 
exhaling. 

 As your time for meditation comes to an end, 
continue to be aware of your breathing, but start 
to be aware of where you are, the sounds around 
you, and where you are sitting. When you feel 
ready, open your eyes, look down for a few 
minutes, and get up slowly. 

 
e. Prayerful Meditation 
 

 Choose a focus word or phrase that has a 
personal religious or spiritual meaning to you, 
such as “Come, Lord” or “Our Father” or 
“Sh’ma yisroel” (“Hear, O Israel”) or “Shantih” 
(“Peace”) or “Allah.” 

 Proceed as for meditation. 
 

f. Mindfulness 
 

 You can be mindful while doing any activity, 
from walking through a beautiful state park to 
folding laundry. The trick is to be fully engaged 
in your activity, training all of your senses on 
what you’re doing. 

 Here’s a great way to practice mindfulness. Try 
eating a spoonful of ice cream mindfully. Slowly 
open the freezer, feel the puff of cold air on your 
face, take the ice cream carton out of the freezer, 
and set it on the counter. Open the carton, scoop 
out a spoonful, and eat it, paying close attention 



to every sensory detail-the sound of the lid 
coming off the container, the ice cream’s 
coldness on your tongue, its flavor and 
sweetness and smoothness in your mouth, its 
change in texture as it softens and melts. Try to 
extract as much sensory pleasure as possible 
from the experience. 

 Practice that same mindfulness with ordinary 
activities throughout the day. When you make 
yourself a cup of tea, pay close attention to the 
smell of the tea bag, the sound of the water 
pouring into the cup, the warmth of the cup in 
your hands, the deep brownish-orange color of 
the brew. Notice the smell of your husband’s 
aftershave, the crackle of your breakfast cereal, 
the feel of woolly mittens you pull onto your 
hands, the rumble of the subway you take to 
work. 

 
g. Guided Imagery 

 
 Choose a visualization location. Remember that 

it’s important to pick wisely and to avoid placing 
yourself in a destination that might upset you. 
For example, a woman with hay fever may 
become anxious visualizing herself in a field of 
flowers. Experiment with different destinations 
and use what works best for you. 

 Take several slow, deep, cleansing breaths. 
 Go in your mind to a special place that you love, 

a place where you have felt relaxed or know that 
you would feel relaxed. It can be a favorite 
vacation spot, your own backyard, a place 
you’ve seen in the movies or read about in a 
book. 



 Spend time in this place, envisioning yourself 
sitting, standing, moving, or lying-whatever 
feels right. Take in the sensations all around you. 

 Focus on smells, sounds, movement of clouds, 
shapes and colors, the feel of the air on your skin 
or the grass on your feet, and so on. Allow 
yourself to become completely absorbed in the 
sensual aspects of these images. 

 If your concentration is interrupted by anxious 
or disturbing thoughts or images, acknowledge 
them and then return gently to the specific 
sights, sounds, and smells that surround you. 

 
h. Autogenic Training 
 

 Autogenic training requires a helper (or a tape 
recorder to record your own voice), so start by 
lining up an assistant. Have your partner read (or 
make a recording of) these instructions, adapted 
from Herbert Benson, M.D., “The Relaxation 
Response,” in Mind-Body Medicine, edited by 
Daniel Goleman and Joel Gurin (Consumer 
Reports Books, 1993). 

 Focus on the sensations of breathing. Imagine 
your breath rolling in and out like ocean waves. 
Think, “My breath is calm and effortless…calm 
and effortless…” Repeat the phrase to yourself 
as you imagine waves of relaxation flowing 
through your body: through your chest and 
shoulders, into your arms and back, into your 
hips and legs. Feel a sense of tranquility moving 
through your entire body. Continue for several 
minutes. 

 Now focus on your arms and hands. Think, “My 
arms are heavy and warm. Warmth is flowing 



through my arms, into my wrists, hands, and 
fingers. My arms are heavy and warm.” Stay 
with these thoughts and the feelings in your arms 
and hands for several minutes. 

 Now bring your focus to your legs. Imagine 
warmth and heaviness flowing from your arms 
down into your legs. Think, “My legs are 
becoming heavy and warm. Warmth is flowing 
through my feet…down into my toes. My legs 
and feet are heavy and warm.” Stay with these 
thoughts and feelings in your legs and feet for a 
few minutes. 

 Now scan your body for any points of tension, 
and if you find some, let them go limp, your 
muscles relaxed. Notice how heavy, warm, and 
limp your body has become. Think, “All my 
muscles are letting go. I’m getting more and 
more relaxed.” 

 Finally, take a deep breath, noticing how the air 
fills your lungs and moves down into your 
abdomen. As you breathe out, think, “I am 
calm…I am calm…” Do this for a few minutes, 
feeling the peacefulness throughout your body. 

 As your practice session ends, count to three, 
taking a deep breath and exhaling with each 
number. Open your eyes and get up slowly. 
Stretch before returning to your everyday 
activities. 

 
i. Yoga 
 

 Yoga is an ancient practice that combines deep 
breathing, meditation, and physical postures. 
Although there are many different types of yoga, 



all share a common goal of bringing peace and 
tranquility to the body. 

 
Types of yoga: 

 
 Iyengar is the most precise approach. Iyengar 

students focus heavily on perfecting the asanas, 
or positions, paying close attention to the 
structure of the positions, rather than 
concentrating on vigor, although Iyengar yoga 
can also be practiced athletically. 

 Kripalu tends to focus on the internal, 
subjective, emotional aspects of the body. 
Perfecting the postures is less important than 
connecting with your own inner world. 

 Astanga (also known as power yoga) is a 
sophisticated series of interconnected yoga 
postures laced together with transitional 
movements. Astanga yoga, which can be 
compared to a gymnastic workout, generates 
great heat within the body that helps warm the 
muscles and increase flexibility. An astanga 
class is likely to be more like an exercise class 
than a time for relaxation and meditation.  

 Bikram (also known as hot yoga) is a series of 
linked postures done in a room heated to 105 
degrees. The heat of the room helps the 
connective tissue to open up and fosters greater 
gains in flexibility, strength, and healing.  

 Kundalini includes some postures but focuses 
more on breathing, energy gathering, spiritual 
awakening, and emotional healing. 

 
 

2. Mini-Relaxations 



Mini-relaxations, or “minis” can be practiced anywhere, 
anytime of day. As you start to feel stress or anxiety coming on, 
start a “mini.” 
 
Dr. Domar describes four versions of the Mini-Relaxation 
Method. Two are included here: 
 
 Mini Version 2: 
 -Count down from ten to zero while taking one complete 
breath-one inhalation, one exhalation-with each number.  
 -If you start to feel light-headed or dizzy, slow down your 
counting. When you get to zero, you should feel better. If not, 
try doing it again. 
 
 Mini Version 3: 

-As you inhale, count very slowly from one to four. 
 -As you exhale, count slowly back down, from four to one. 
 -Do this for several breaths. 
 
3. Cognitive Restructuring 
 

 Identify common negative thoughts that loop 
through your mind and ask yourself the 
following questions about that negative thought: 

 
-Does this thought contribute to my stress? 
-Where did I learn this thought? 
-Is this thought logical? 
-Is this thought true? 
 

 Before you can restructure an automatic negative 
thought, you must first honestly confront that 
thought, discover its origins and effects, and put 
it to the test of logic. 

 



4. Journaling 
 

 Journaling reduces stress and anxiety, and it can 
help you uncover truths, strengths, and solutions 
that may be buried within you. It is also an 
excellent way to air and explore volatile 
emotions without hurting others. 

 Journaling can include writing about difficult 
events in a private diary or letter-writing to 
people who have hurt you. You can keep the 
letter or send it. 

 
5. Self-nurturance: Practicing Pleasure 
 
Treat yourself well! Give yourself permission to take time to do 
something you enjoy. Some ideas: 

 Have a manicure or pedicure. 
 Take an afternoon nap. 
 Plant an herb garden. 
 Visit an art museum. 
 Eat an ice cream cone. 
 Go shopping. 

 
6. Group Support 
 
Groups can offer support, compassion, friendship, and 
understanding. You can seek out support groups that are 
focused on an issue you are struggling with, or start your own 
informal group.  

 
 


