
 

As the snow recedes, and warm weather is drawing us back outside,  it’s the ideal time 

to take a deep breath and bring the peace and order back into our minds and bodies. Take a 

moment to explore how you can develop your natural relaxation response and  reap the 

benefits of reduced stress and  rejuvination. 

 
 

THE RELAXATION RESPONSE 
        By Holly Blazina 

 

I always knew good times were upon me when I walked into my grandparent’s 

house to the sweet smell of fresh-baked bread. Soon the kettle would be on and we'd be 

gathered around the kitchen table, buttered knives in hand. With the toaster as a 

centerpiece, we'd convert an entire loaf of the good stuff into personalized slabs of 

consumable love. To this day, the smell of fresh bread elicits an involuntary sigh as my 

muscles are reduced to jelly. Welcome to the relaxation response!  

The relaxation response operates on the involuntary nervous system, governing 

bodily functions that we don't have direct control over - things like salivation, heart rate 

and release of endorphins. One of the reasons Yoga is reputed to have so many health 

benefits is because practitioners know how to elicit the relaxation response and we do it 

deliberately, in a multitude of ways. The first and most important way is with the breath. 

When we breathe properly using the diaphragm, stress falls away, tight muscles relax and 

the entire body is quickly rejuvenated. On the other hand, whenever the diaphragm is tight 

the body takes on a stress response, and we prepare to fight or run away.  

Therapeutic Yoga classes usually start with a supported, relaxing pose, 

remembering the diaphragmatic breath. After repeating the same pose several times, the 

body responds by relaxing increasingly quickly, and the level of relaxation will be deeper 

each time we do it. This is because the body and mind recognize the pose as a delicious time 

to relax, and they do exactly that. This mechanism is a key method of healing in Yoga: 

Bringing the body, breath and mind together in an experience of unified bliss that our 

whole system learns and remembers.  

For those who might consider Yoga therapy, perhaps because of back pain or some 

other chronic issue, understanding the stress and relaxation responses can put you on the 

road to healing. At the onset of a ‘back attack,’ the body and mind are well versed in the 

all-too-familiar pain pattern, and they brace themselves accordingly. What begins as a 

localized problem quickly sets off a chain reaction in the surrounding muscle groups as 

they prepare for what they have learned is coming, and the mind gets ready for the stress 



of the days (or weeks) ahead until everything finally lets go. Here’s where Yoga can help: 

Remember those supported relaxing poses from the beginning of class? Now is the time to 

bring them out, or learn some if you haven’t already. They’ll help prevent that pain 

pattern from overtaking your whole experience. The problem will either remain localized, 

or be quickly reduced to its original scope. Long term, even the localized problem can be 

addressed through the right combination of relaxation, gentle strength training and 

increased overall function, so that even issues such as degenerative discs can ultimately be 

supported by the parts of the body that can constructively help. Then you can focus on 

what’s really important - little things, like eating a whole loaf of fresh bread with your 

loved ones.  

3-Part Breath or Diaphragmatic Breathing 

This practice can be done either lying on your back with your knees bent or sitting on a 

chair with your back straight. If you're lying down, make certain that your neck is 

comfortable and that your chin is level (not tipped up or down). You may need to use a 

blanket or folded towel under your head. 

1. Place your hands on your hips creases. Notice how far down movement goes as a result    

of breathing and what the exact quality the movement and sensations have. 

2. Place your hands on your upper abdomen and middle ribs. Feel the movement of the 

abdomen and ribs as you breathe in and out. 

3. Place your hands on your collarbones and upper chest. Feel the movement in your upper 

body as you breathe. 

4. Feel the connection between all three areas into one smooth movement as you breathe. 

Notice whether your lungs are filling from the top down, from the bottom up or from the 

middle and radiating out. Variations on these three may occur. Assume that your body 

knows how to breathe correctly! Practice for a minute or two, then release. Notice how 

your body and mind feel now compared to when you first started. 

 

At Momentum Health, we recognize the importance of combining different therapeutic 

disciplines to achieve the optimum recovery results for our patients. Offering physiotherapy, 

chiropractic, massage, kinesiology, psychology, naturopathic medicine and yoga, we are ready 

to create a treatment plan specifically designed to meet your individual needs. Please contact 

any of our locations to book an appointment or arrange a free 15 minute consultation. 

 

 
Holly Blazina - Ayurvedic Yoga Therapy Instructor 

When Holly began doing Yoga in 1993 she was struggling with chronic fatigue syndrome, 
depression and food sensitivities. With a minimal Yoga practice her health improved quickly. 
Since then, Yoga has also helped her overcome scoliosis, chronic pain, multiple repetitive 
strain injuries, pinched nerves, performance anxiety and postural problems related to her 
career as a professional musician. 

With a desire to share her knowledge with others, Holly completed a 600-hour Yoga 
teacher's training program in 2003 through the Yoga Centre of Calgary. Having developed a 
strong interest in therapeutic Yoga, she completed a 450 - hour course on Yoga and 

Ayurveda through the American Institute of Vedic Studies in 2012, including a paper on Yoga, Ayurveda and 
Musicians’ Injuries. 

Holly began teaching her program for artists and musicians in 2008, organizing her own classes and private 
sessions, as well as teaching workshops through the Mount Royal University Conservatory. She began teaching 
workshops and weekly classes at MRU Recreation starting in 2009, where she routinely accommodates those with 
conditions such as repetitive strain, back & shoulder problems, scoliosis, disc herniation’s, fatigue, hip & knee 
replacements, sciatica, knee injuries, pregnancy, excess weight and other physical restrictions. She also has had the 
opportunity to teach Yoga for a number of athletes at MRU, including the men’s volleyball team.  



 

 


