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ABSTRACT 

Jacobson’s progressive muscle relaxation is an evidence-based technique developed in the 

1920s that reduces anxiety by systematically tensing and relaxing muscle groups. This 
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identifies and releases physical tension associated with stress and anxiety. JPMR works by 

lowering sympathetic nervous system activity and increasing parasympathetic relaxation 

responses. Research shows that JPMR effectively reduces subjective feelings of anxiety, 

physiological markers of stress like blood pressure, and symptoms across various anxiety 

disorders. It has been applied in clinical settings for conditions like hypertension, insomnia, 

and test anxiety, as well as for self-care stress management. Variations range from abbreviated 

practices to mindfulness-integrated JPMR, therapist-guided delivery, and mobile apps. 

Potential areas needing further research are comparing the effectiveness of different JPMR 

delivery methods and isolating the specific active components within multi-modal JPMR 

interventions. JPMR holds promise for managing academic stress in Indian higher education 

given the strong cultural alignment with mind-body medicine traditions already familiar to 

Indians.  Strategic nationwide implementation could integrate JPMR across digital platforms, 

workplaces, public health networks, and academic curricula. This would provide accessible 

stress relief to diverse Indian demographics from urban populations to rural communities. 

Adapting JPMR programming to the Indian cultural context may help build lasting anxiety-

coping skills beginning in schools and colleges. Widespread JPMR adoption leverages India's 

extensive public health infrastructure, digital networks, and pressing mental health needs. It 

provides evidence-based yet non-stigmatized self-care aligned with preferences for self-

reliance. Potential channels span mass media broadcasts, health worker training, academic 

infusion, workplace wellness and mental health apps. In summary, JPMR is supported by 

substantial research demonstrating its ability to induce relaxation and reduce anxiety. This 

establishes JPMR as a promising solution that can be culturally adapted and systematically 

implemented at scale in India to address escalating stress burdens and confer lifelong coping 

benefits beginning in youth. Further research can refine approaches for optimizing JPMR 

delivery for diverse Indian populations. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Relaxation Technique 

Relaxation techniques refer to practices focused on eliciting the body's natural 

relaxation response to counteract the effects of stress. As the mind and body are closely 

interlinked, calming the body can lead to calming the mind as well. When practised regularly, 

relaxation techniques can reduce symptoms of anxiety, lower blood pressure, improve sleep, 

and increase focus and well-being. This report provides an in-depth explanation of key 

evidence-based relaxation techniques, their mechanisms of action, applications, and 

implementation considerations. 

Relaxation techniques that elicit the body's natural relaxation response serve as 

evidence-based methods for counteracting the harmful physiological and psychological effects 

of stress. Chronic stress triggers the sympathetic nervous system, activating the fight-or-flight 

response of increased heart rate, blood pressure, respiration, and oxygen intake along with 

muscle tension, hypervigilance, and anxiety. Relaxation techniques aim to reverse this by 

downregulating the excitatory sympathetic system and engaging the calming parasympathetic 

system to induce deep muscular and mental calm.  

 

The extensive mind-body connection in human physiology enables physically oriented 

relaxation practices to also confer mental benefits. As the parasympathetic nervous system is 

activated through slowed breathing and muscle release, emotional relaxation follows. Regular 

practice strengthens one's ability to self-generate the relaxation response to counter stress. 
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Consistent application of evidence-based relaxation methods lowers cortisol levels and 

other objective markers of anxiety as well as subjective anxiety. Benefits also include lowering 

high blood pressure, decreasing fast heartbeat, relaxing tense muscles, and enhancing the 

quality of sleep—all physiological expressions of stress and worry that raise the risk of illness. 

Thus, relaxation keeps the effects of chronic health issues from getting worse due to stress. 

Learning, work productivity, and general life satisfaction can all be enhanced by the focused 

serenity and mental clarity that come from relaxation. 

Specific techniques shown to be effective include progressive muscle relaxation, 

diaphragmatic breathing, mindfulness-based stress reduction, guided imagery, autogenic 

training, and biofeedback. These methods have unique mechanisms of action from sensory 

focusing, to imagery immersion, to interoceptive awareness, but with the shared goal of shifting 

the nervous system into a parasympathetic-dominant state through conscious mental and 

physical self-regulation. 

 

Determining which relaxation technique to utilize for an individual depends on factors 

like symptom profile, personal preferences, and practical implementation feasibility. 

Combining techniques as part of a multi-modal stress management program can optimize 

benefits. Apps now increase accessibility to relaxation content for convenient daily practice. 

However, professional guidance on technique mastery is advised, especially for clinical 

populations, before transitioning to self-directed implementation. 

Extensive research validating the diverse health benefits of evidence-based relaxation 

techniques, and their inclusion in both clinical practice and self-care routines for stress 

reduction is highly recommended. The growing fields of mind-body medicine and integrative 

care emphasize holistic healing through complementary lifestyle approaches that include 

regular relaxation practice along with nutrition, movement and social connection. Learning to 
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actively counteract the inevitable stresses of life by triggering one's innate relaxation response 

is a key skill set that empowers individuals with self-care capabilities to prevent and mitigate 

a wide range of stress-exacerbated disorders. 

 

Progressive Muscle Relaxation 

Progressive Muscle Relaxation (PMR) involves systematically tensing and relaxing 

major muscle groups throughout the body. It was developed in the 1920s by Dr. Edmund 

Jacobson through experiments with electromyography feedback showing muscular tension 

corresponds to anxiety levels. The technique works by deliberately building tension in a muscle 

group, holding for 20-30 seconds, then abruptly releasing that tension and attending to the 

sensation of relaxation. This heightens proprioceptive awareness of tension release. The 

sequence moves progressively through muscle groups from hands and feet toward the core. 

Sessions last 20-40 minutes based on the number of groups engaged. 

PMR elicits the relaxation response by temporarily fatiguing tense muscles to 

experience the contrast of complete muscular relaxation. Attention to release sensations 

triggers generalized parasympathetic activation leading to decreased heart rate, blood pressure, 

respiration rate, and oxygen consumption. PMR provides portable skills for recognizing and 

reducing muscle tension associated with stress and anxiety. Evidence supports PMR's efficacy 

for conditions including generalized anxiety disorder, insomnia, hypertension, chronic pain, 

and depression. 

 

Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction 

Mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR) leverages mindfulness meditation 

techniques to reduce stress reactivity. It combines breath-focused meditation, body scans, 

mindful movement, and psychoeducation about responses to stress. The 8-week program was 
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pioneered by Dr. Jon Kabat-Zinn in the 1970s to teach patients self-care skills for managing 

pain, anxiety, and chronic illness. 

MBSR cultivates present moment-focused awareness of thoughts, feelings, and bodily 

sensations without judgment. Practising mindful attention helps individuals relate differently 

to experiences by simply noticing them rather than reflexively reacting. This meta-awareness 

of the mind-body connection increases self-regulation over stress reactions, fear conditioning, 

and destructive thought patterns fuelling distress. Research verifies MBSR's clinical benefits 

for conditions exacerbated by stress. 

 

Diaphragmatic Breathing  

Diaphragmatic or belly breathing engages the diaphragm muscle to control breath down 

into the abdomen rather than shallow chest breathing. Sitting or lying down, hands can rest on 

the stomach to feel it rise with each inhalation and lower with each exhalation. Slow measured 

breathing to a count of 4-6 maximizes air intake while prolonging exhalation activates the 

parasympathetic nervous system. 

Deep diaphragmatic breathing increases vagal stimulation leading to lowered heart rate 

along with having direct physical and psychological relaxation effects. It is among the fastest 

relaxation techniques to implement for acute stress relief. Regular practice also improves 

respiratory function and increases feelings of energy. Diaphragmatic breathing is often 

incorporated into multi-modal relaxation protocols alongside visualization, meditation, and 

biofeedback. Just 5-10 minutes 1-2 times per day provides therapeutic benefits. 

 

Guided Imagery 

Guided imagery involves imagining detailed scenes or sensations that invoke positive 

experiences of relaxation, peacefulness, comfort, and security. The key is conjuring vivid 
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sensory impressions engaging multiple senses - sights, sounds, smells, textures, tastes. This 

transports awareness out of stressful thoughts through sustained immersion in the imagined 

scenario whether a nature setting or meaningful memory. Scripts guide visualization while calm 

music further deepens relaxation.  Mental imagery shifts focus away from ruminative, anxious 

thinking by absorbing attention into a vivid sensory landscape. Heart rate, blood pressure, and 

metabolic activity all decrease with prolonged absorption in the imagined scene. Guided 

imagery is applied to lower stress and anxiety, improve sleep quality, and manage chronic pain. 

Some clinical programs even use guided imagery before surgery to optimize preparedness and 

recovery. 

 

Autogenic Training  

Developed in the 1920s by German psychiatrist Johannes Schultz, autogenic training 

combines relaxation-response-inducing approaches of guided imagery, mindfulness, and 

movement. Practised in comfortably reclined postures, a series of visualizations first instruct 

feeling heaviness and warmth in limbs to relax muscles, then calm breathing and heartbeat, 

then warmth in the abdomen, followed by coolness in the head to promote mental relaxation. 

Autogenic training aims to cultivate bodily awareness and use visualization directing 

warmth and heaviness to induce generalized relaxation through concentration. This inhibits the 

excitatory sympathetic nervous system, shifting activation toward the calming 

parasympathetic. The simple sequences allow patients to practice relaxing response skills. 

Autogenic training reduces symptoms of anxiety, chronic stress, hypertension, and tension 

headaches. It serves as portable self-care patients can implement daily without practitioner 

guidance. 
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JPMR 

A variety of evidence-based relaxation techniques are available that leverage the mind-

body connection to counteract stress and anxiety. Employing these practices helps recalibrate 

the nervous system balance from distressed states to relaxation. With routine practice, 

individuals gain skills for self-managing stress and its harmful health effects. Relaxation 

techniques should be tailored to patient needs and preferences with integration into holistic 

stress reduction programs focused on lifestyle factors like exercise, sleep, nutrition and social 

connection alongside psychological coping skills. 

First developed by American physician Edmund Jacobson in the late 1920s, progressive 

muscle relaxation (PMR) is a widely recognized depression and anxiety treatment technique 

(Jacobson, 1938). It has been particularly effective in teaching individuals how to relax deeply 

and remain in that state via pleasurable relaxation perceptions (Fair, 2021). PMR works to 

relieve tension by first deliberately tensing muscle groups before releasing them to improve 

the awareness of the relaxed state (Matasuod et al., 2022). Jacobson’s Progressive Muscle 

Relaxation (JPMR) builds on general PMR and was also developed by Jacobson by providing 

specific guidelines for the order and timing of muscle group contractions and relaxation 

(Jacobson, 1934). 

The current literature review aims to offer a broad overview of JPMR, including its 

theoretical basis, underlying mechanism, key techniques, applications, clinical effectiveness, 

variations, and future research directions. 

 

BACKGROUND AND THEORY 

PMR was developed by Jacobson alongside his notable research on electromyography 

the electrical activity produced by skeletal muscles for producing movement and force (Benson 

et al., 2000; Jacobson, 1929). Electromyography (EMG) wiring would be placed on the skin to 
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sense nervous system impulses causing muscle activity. Through his work with EMG as well 

as observing his patients, Jacobson theorized that acute and chronic anxiety causes muscular 

tension that is often outside one’s conscious awareness (Lehrer et al., 1993). 

Decreasing neuromuscular arousal within and between muscle groups would therefore 

relieve tension and lower corresponding feelings of anxiety (Jacobson, 1929). Jacobson coined 

this underlying mechanism the “neuromuscular system hypothesis” (Lehrer et al., 1993). PMR 

provided a systematic practice for detecting excess muscle tension and reducing it through 

practising the antagonist’s relaxed state. Over time, individuals could learn to quickly initiate 

and maintain that relaxation response to disrupt habitual anxious arousal of the neuromuscular 

system (Benson et al., 2000). 

Key to JPMR is the intentional startle response of maximally contracting muscles 

followed by acute relief of releasing them (Harris, 2019). During the tensing phase, attention 

is focused on the feelings and physiology of tightening muscles (sensations of pressure, 

warmth, tremor). After incrementally building tension, its sudden release returns muscles 

toward full relaxation, which is contrasted against the prior tension. This heightens kinesthetic 

awareness of detecting low-level or habitual excess tension (Jacobson, 1938).  

 

JACOBSON’S TECHNIQUE 

JPMR proceeds through most major muscle groups one at a time while breathing 

remains slow and controlled throughout. Muscles targeted typically include the face, neck, 

shoulders, back, chest, arms, hands, stomach, hips, legs and feet (Jacobson, 1938). Variations 

may sequence the groups differently (starting from feet or alternately contracting 

agonist/antagonist pairs) and sometimes focus only on tense areas relevant to the individual. 
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For each targeted muscle group, Jacobson’s method involves:  

1. Focus attention exclusively on the specific muscle region  

2. Slowly build tension over 5-7 seconds by contracting muscles in that group 

3. Hold peak tension for 5-7 seconds 

4. Smoothly release all tension over 15-20 seconds 

5. Focus on sensations of relief and muscle relaxation in the target area 

6. Brief pause before proceeding to the next muscle group 

 

Sessions last from 30-60 minutes for full-body relaxation. Over repeated practice, 

individuals learn how muscle tension subjectively relates to anxiety levels and how to rapidly 

identify and reduce excess tension (Fydrich et al., 2019; Jacobson, 1934). This heightens 

perceived self-efficacy over anxiety symptoms. Eyes may be closed while tensing and then 

opened during relaxation phases (Harris, 2019).  

Jacobson's progressive muscle relaxation (JPMR) takes a systematic approach to induce 

physical and mental relaxation by sequentially tensing and relaxing major muscle groups 

throughout the body. It was developed by American physician Dr. Edmund Jacobson through 

his research on the neurological excitation of muscles corresponding to anxious thoughts and 

feelings.  

In a full JPMR session, an individual progresses through tensing and relaxing muscle 

groups moving from the extremities toward the core of the body while maintaining slow, 

controlled breathing. The sequence enables individuals to consciously recognize tension and 

experience release. 

Typically, JPMR involves contracting the following muscle groups for 5-7 seconds and 

then releasing the contraction slowly over 15-20 seconds to maximize the sensation of release: 

feet, lower legs, upper legs, hands, forearms, upper arms, shoulders and neck, face and jaw, 
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abdomen, chest, and lower back muscles. Eyes may be closed during the contraction phase and 

opened during release. The muscle groups can be ordered differently, starting from the feet 

upward or alternating between agonist and antagonist sets like quadriceps and hamstrings. 

Attention is focused exclusively on localized sensations in the particular muscle group 

- feelings of tightness and tension during the contraction along with the flood of relief as the 

muscle smoothly relaxes. A brief pause is taken to absorb the sensation of relaxation before 

moving on to the next group. Over 30-60 minutes, this sequence embodies the full-body JPMR 

experience. 

 

With routine practice, participants cultivate increased somatic awareness and 

perception of when muscles are holding unnecessary residual tension. This mind-body training 

enables recognizing and releasing muscular tension associated with stress and anxiety both 

during JPMR sessions and in daily life. Individuals gain portable relaxation skills and develop 

greater self-efficacy over anxiety management.  

Researchers have shown regular JPMR practice provides chronic stress relief by 

resetting the autonomic nervous system balance toward parasympathetic dominance. This 

induces measurable physical changes indicative of relaxation such as decreased perspiration, 

lowered blood pressure, slower breathing, and reduced muscle tension. JPMR also increases 

the circulation of relaxing neurotransmitters like GABA that inhibit excitatory stress hormones.  

 

Beyond formal practice, individuals can apply abbreviated JPMR to acutely relieve 

stress as needed by briefly tensing and releasing tense areas noticed at the moment. JPMR 

enhances awareness of bodily tension patterns associated with different thoughts, emotions or 

activities. Over time, this mind-body biofeedback effect enables self-managing anxiety and 

systematically interrupting stress reactions through somatic relaxation skills. 
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CLINICAL APPLICATIONS AND EFFECTIVENESS 

Given its ability to elicit the relaxation response and enable self-regulation of anxiety 

symptoms, JPMR has been applied to treat generalized anxiety, phobias, panic attacks, social 

anxiety, test anxiety, insomnia, hypertension, chronic pain, anger issues, and stress 

exacerbation of other medical conditions (Chen et al., 2009; Surucu et al., 2021). It has been 

effectively used as a standalone treatment, preparation for other therapies, or complementing 

medication and other approaches like biofeedback and hypnosis (Goleman et al., 1976). 

Individual studies of PMR have found benefits such as lowered systolic blood pressure, 

reduced frequency of addressing thoughts, and higher pain tolerance compared to controls 

(Lolak et al., 2008). A meta-analysis by Carlson and Hoyle (1993) concluded that research 

supports the effectiveness of PMR for reducing self-reported anxiety based on meeting the 

criteria for a “well-established treatment” according to the authors’ criteria. They report PMR 

matching or exceeding most other behavioural treatments for generalized anxiety reduction 

over both short and longer-term outcomes. 

 

More recently, a systematic review and meta-analysis by Surucu et al. (2021) further 

reinforced PMR as consistently resulting in reduced anxiety symptoms based on 38 randomized 

controlled trials. Notably, PMR delivered in person led to larger effects than remote delivery. 

The likelihood of publication bias was deemed low. Most studies involved non-clinical 

samples, suggesting PMR’s effectiveness for relatively mild anxiety as well as diagnosable 

conditions. 

Overall, meta-analyses judge PMR as being highly accessible with limited risk lacking 

major side effects alongside moderate effectiveness for anxiety and related conditions (Chen et 

al., 2009). The long-term practice may confer greater benefits by enabling faster self-initiation 

of relaxation before excessive muscle tension manifests (Sethi et al., 2022). 
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VARIATIONS 

While JPMR’s sequencing through muscle groups remains essentially unchanged since 

originally developed, implementation formats have expanded greatly. Common variations 

include: 

• Abbreviated PMR: Rather than complete sessions, very brief tension-release cycles 

are practised targeting areas holding obvious tension to quickly reduce it (Fydrich 

et al., 2019). 

• Mindfulness-based relaxation: Attention to present moment bodily and mental 

experience is combined with abbreviated PMR for anxiety reduction using 

mindfulness skills (Goleman & Schwartz, 1976).   

• Mobile delivery: JPMR instructions are delivered through pre-recorded audio files 

accessible on websites or apps for daily self-administered practice (Serino et al., 

2014). 

• VR-assisted relaxation: Users view a virtual environment via headset while they 

engage in JPMR using controller cues for tension and release phases synchronized 

to multimedia environments (Gromala et al., 2015). 

• With therapist guidance: A practitioner leads the client through JPMR sequences 

providing cues and feedback in-person or via telehealth to ensure proper technique 

and attention (Kanji et al., 2006). 

• Combined approaches: JPMR sessions incorporate biofeedback, self-hypnosis, or 

emotive techniques like visualizing calming nature scenes during relaxation phases 

(Budzynski et al., 2009). 
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Research continues to demonstrate effectiveness across these varied modalities of delivering 

PMR and JPMR for stress and anxiety reduction (Harris, 2019; Miller et al., 1995). Their 

transportability through mobile apps and potential synergies with augmented/virtual reality 

awaits additional empirical study (Gromala et al., 2015). 

 

NEUROPHYSIOLOGICAL MECHANISMS 

Contemporary research has further clarified Jacobson’s proposed neuromuscular 

relaxation response. PMR techniques including JPMR are understood to activate the 

parasympathetic nervous system which opposes the fight-flight sympathetic branch to induce 

broad relaxation of mind and body (Hopper et al., 2019). JPMR triggers bodily self-awareness 

from muscle sensation focus combined with deepened breathing control and reduced cognitive 

overactivity characteristic of anxious distress (Chen et al., 2009).  

Neuroimaging and biofeedback studies on PMR provide physiological evidence of 

decreased heart rate, lowered blood pressure, changes in heart rate variability patterns toward 

the optimal balance of sympathetic and parasympathetic activation, left-sided anterior brain 

shift indicating approach-oriented positive affect, and enhanced insulin resistance from reduced 

cortisol release, among other biomarkers of profound relaxation (Pawlow & Jones, 2002; 

Surenthiran et al., 2021). The orienting response triggered by JPMR’s initial muscle 

contractions may serve as a novel or intriguing stimulus that amplifies the subsequent 

generalized relaxation reaction when tension is released - an effect also seen in mindfulness 

practices (Solberg et al., 2000). 

 

Through repeated practice, nerve impulse transmission slows between muscle and 

motor neuron junctions. Overactivity of excitatory glutamate is reduced while calming GABA 

neurotransmitters increase throughout neural networks lowering baseline stress reactivity 
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(Sethi et al., 2022). JPMR may also help strengthen and integrate prefrontal executive control 

to inhibit amygdala-driven anxiety responses and strengthen healthy neuroplasticity (Hopper 

et al., 2019). In these ways, the subjective perceptions of relaxation are reinforced by growing 

empirical evidence of related psychophysiological changes from JPMR toward positive, stable 

and low-arousal mind-body states. 

The parasympathetic nervous system plays a crucial role in inducing relaxation by 

counteracting the fight-or-flight response triggered by the sympathetic nervous system. JPMR 

is understood to activate the parasympathetic branch, leading to a broad relaxation of both mind 

and body. This relaxation response is achieved through a combination of focused muscle 

tension and release, controlled breathing, and reduced cognitive overactivity associated with 

anxious distress. 

 

 Previous neuroimaging and biofeedback studies have provided substantial 

physiological evidence supporting the relaxation effects of JPMR and other Progressive Muscle 

Relaxation (PMR) techniques. These studies have observed a decrease in heart rate, lowered 

blood pressure, and changes in heart rate variability patterns, indicating a balance between 

sympathetic and parasympathetic activation. Additionally, research has documented a left-

sided anterior brain shift, which is associated with positive affect and an approach-oriented 

mindset. 

Furthermore, PMR techniques have been shown to enhance insulin resistance by 

reducing the release of cortisol, a hormone associated with stress. This reduction in cortisol 

levels is a biomarker of profound relaxation, as it reflects the body's shift from a state of 

heightened stress to a more relaxed state. 
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It is suggested that the orienting response triggered by the initial muscle contractions in 

JPMR may serve as a novel or intriguing stimulus, amplifying the subsequent generalized 

relaxation reaction when tension is released. This phenomenon is similar to the effects observed 

in mindfulness practices, where introducing a novel stimulus can enhance the overall relaxation 

experience. 

Repeated practice of JPMR is believed to have long-term neurological effects. It is 

hypothesized that nerve impulse transmission slows between muscle and motor neuron 

junctions, leading to a reduction in the overactivity of excitatory neurotransmitters like 

glutamate. Simultaneously, the levels of calming neurotransmitters such as GABA increase 

throughout neural networks, lowering the baseline stress reactivity. 

Moreover, JPMR may contribute to strengthening and integrating prefrontal executive 

control, which can inhibit amygdala-driven anxiety responses. This process may also facilitate 

healthy neuroplasticity, which refers to the brain's ability to reorganize and adapt its neural 

pathways in response to experience and learning. 

 

Thus, it concludes by emphasizing that the subjective perceptions of relaxation 

associated with JPMR are reinforced by growing empirical evidence of related 

psychophysiological changes. These changes move the mind and body towards positive, stable, 

and low-arousal states, further validating the efficacy of JPMR as a relaxation technique. 

 

FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS 

While the clinical effectiveness of JPMR for anxiety conditions is well-established, areas 

needing further research include: 

• Delivery methods: Comparative testing on abbreviated apps/VR platforms against 

traditional full-session JPMR.  
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• Predictors of effectiveness/response: Identifying moderators related to JPMR 

benefits and its mechanisms of action.   

• Component isolation: Dismantling studies on the essential active factors within 

multi-modal JPMR interventions. 

JPMR in the management of Academic Stress 

Academic stress refers to the distress experienced by students concerning the demands 

of school and the pursuit of educational goals (Huberty, 2010). This stress manifests both 

physiologically (muscle tension, headaches, gastrointestinal issues) as well as psychologically 

(worry, rumination, poor sleep) that hampers academic performance. Jacobson’s progressive 

muscle relaxation (JPMR) represents a student self-care approach for managing academic 

stress shown to quickly induce relaxation and relieve associated anxiety.  

JPMR works by systematically tensing and then relaxing major muscle groups to 

identify and release physical tension stored in the body. Regular practice strengthens awareness 

and control over the relaxation response to counter academic anxiety and its symptoms. This 

literature review examines the theoretical rationale, evidence base, and practical 

implementation considerations for using JPMR to reduce academic stress. 

 

Theoretical Basis  

The JPMR technique was developed by American physician Dr. Edmund Jacobson in 

the 1920s through his research linking muscular tension with anxiety levels based on 

heightened electrical activity in affected muscles (Jacobson, 1938). The core premise he formed 

is that purposefully tensing and relaxing muscles enables greater conscious control over anxiety 

by actively relieving its physiological manifestation in muscle tension.  

As a holistic stress reduction practice, JPMR is understood today to reduce cognitive 

and somatic anxiety symptoms by shifting the autonomic nervous system balance from 
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sympathetic fight-or-flight activation toward parasympathetic relaxation (Pawlow & Jones, 

2005). Deliberate release of muscle tension triggers numerous bodily changes involuntarily 

precipitated by the calming parasympathetic branch becoming dominant, including reduced 

perspiration, heart rate and blood pressure; increased blood flow to the brain and digestive 

organs; and altered heart rate variability indicating psychological ease (Chen et al., 2009). 

Tension release also increases the circulation of relaxing neurotransmitters like GABA that 

reduce excitatory glutamate linked to anxious overthinking and worrying (Sethi et al., 2022). 

Thus, JPMR directly targets both the embodied tension and cognitive rumination 

underlying academic anxiety using an integrated mind-body approach. It can serve as portable, 

non-stigmatizing self-care students apply independently or providers integrate into multi-

modal academic support services. 

 

Evidence Base for Academic Stress Reduction 

A robust evidence base supports using JPMR to mitigate general anxiety, with the potential to 

translate these effects directly to lowering academic stress: 

• Randomized trials show JPMR reduces self-reported anxiety and physiological 

markers of stress versus inactive controls (Pawlow & Jones, 2005; Solberg et al., 

2000). 

• Meta-analyses conclude JPMR has medium-to-large effects on various anxiety 

disorder symptoms (Carlson & Hoyle, 1993; Chen et al., 2009).   

• Systematic reviews demonstrate JPMR effectively lowers symptoms of diagnosable 

anxiety conditions and helps prevent sub pathological distress (Surucu et al., 2021). 

• JPMR reduces anxiety and enhances relaxation more effectively than standalone 

mindfulness or distraction techniques (Serino et al., 2014; Sethi et al., 2022). 
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Though few studies have specifically tested JPMR for academic stress, related investigations 

found:   

• Daily JPMR practice reduced test anxiety and improved scores in high school and 

university students (Hall et al., 2016). 

• JPMR lowered anxiety and panic symptoms in university students versus waitlist 

controls (Antony et al., 2001).  

• Students receiving JPMR for test anxiety reported finding exams less stressful and 

concentrating better than those only receiving emotional freedom technique training 

(Sezgin & Ozcan, 2009). 

 

This evidence supports JPMR’s potential transferability as an academic stress intervention that 

has proven efficacy for analogous anxiety conditions. Students regularly state muscle tension, 

restless thinking and poor sleep related to academic worries as key signs of their distress. The 

holistic relaxation response reliably enabled by JPMR directly targets these physiological and 

psychological symptoms. Regular brief practice can equip students to self-initiate relaxation to 

mitigate anxiety from academic pressure and improve general well-being. 

 

Implementing JPMR-based Stress Management 

JPMR is well-suited for higher education settings given the sole requirement of brief 

quiet spaces for regular practice by individual students or providers (Hopper et al., 2019). 

Technical simplicity and lack of technology dependencies also increase feasibility for diverse 

learners. Requiring only basic training, JPMR can be readily integrated into multi-tiered 

frameworks for student mental health and wellness such as: 

 

Universal approaches: 
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• Distributing instructional JPMR videos and mobile apps to all students for 

preventative self-care and general stress reduction.  

• Led brief JPMR sessions in classes/meetings to quickly counter situational 

academic anxieties as they arise.   

Targeted supports:   

• Subsets of potentially anxious students receive workshops on applying JPMR for 

academic demands.   

• Individual coaching on JPMR to help anxious students establish regular practice 

and stress-coping habits. 

 

Treatment interventions: 

• Formal JPMR training integrated into evidence-based treatment for severely 

anxious students.  

• Regular JPMR sessions for clinical clients with diagnosed anxiety to enhance 

relaxation skill-building. 

 

To promote student buy-in, providers should explain the supportive theory behind JPMR’s 

anxiety relief effects and provide motivating evidence of its academic benefits (Surucu et al., 

2021). Quickly observable subjective relaxation can motivate continued practice. Flexible 

delivery methods from in-person to mobile apps enable self-administered JPMR to fit student 

schedules and needs. Gamified or social elements such as sharing relaxation success on 

motivation boards can also incentivize practice.   

 

Ongoing support helps students establish JPMR habits, particularly for those with anxiety 

conditions requiring continual skill reinforcement (Hopper et al., 2019). As students gain 
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competency applying JPMR for academic stressors, they develop greater self-efficacy over 

internal responses to academic pressures and empowered stress reduction habits that support 

resilience. 

 

SCOPE OF JPMR IN INDIAN CONTEXT 

India's mounting stress levels and mental health issues amid rapid modernization 

necessitates easily accessible, culturally aligned interventions for anxiety management. 

Originating from ancient Indian wisdom traditions, mind-body relaxation practices offer safe, 

effective stress relief grounded in indigenous health perspectives. This report expands on the 

significant scope for widespread Indian adoption of Jacobson’s progressive muscle relaxation 

(JPMR) specifically as an evidence-based self-care technique suitably aligned with Indian 

culture. 

Growing Need & Relevant Domains 

Over 30% of Indians report significant anxiety interfering with work, relationships and 

health - the highest globally (Dias, 2018). Persistent unmanaged stress risks exacerbating 

prevalent conditions like obesity, diabetes and heart disease by sustaining elevated cortisol and 

blood glucose levels (Roy et al., 2020). Stress also worsens infectious disease prognosis and 

cancer survival rates in ways that amplify India's mounting health burdens.   

JPMR directly targets both somatic and cognitive anxiety symptoms for holistic stress 

relief. By systematically tensing and relaxing muscle groups, JPMR lessens habitual tension 

stored in the body while calming anxious rumination in the mind. Indians across demographics 

contend with numerous anxiety-provoking domains where portable JPMR skills would help 

including: 
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Academic Pressure - Extreme competition for limited professional college seats causes severe 

distress for upwardly mobile students and families (Deb et al., 2015). JPMR alleviates 

physiological test anxiety symptoms like sweaty palms, poor concentration and mind going 

blank that can significantly impact exam performance. Students also suffer sleep issues, 

digestive problems and headaches from academic stress that JPMR can effectively address. 

Financial Uncertainty - Economic precarity around volatile inflation, unemployment and lack 

of social security torments growing lower middle class and urban poor populations lacking 

financial literacy (Chowdhury et al., 2019). By reducing uncertain ruminating thoughts, JPMR 

helps prevent stress from compounding poor communities already struggling to afford basics.   

 

Work Stress - Excessive job demands and limited upward mobility options strain both salaried 

and gig workers (Rao & Chandraiah, 2012). JPMR eases somatic burdens like back pain, 

eyestrain and repetitive stress injuries arising from occupational strain. Taking regular tension-

release breaks boosts job focus, creativity and morale too.  

 

Family Expectations - Youth especially women face huge matrimonial and childrearing 

pressures (Jaisingh & Pandey, 2022). Failure to satisfy familial duties and comparisons against 

peers elicits much shame and self-blame. Applying JPMR helps tune out the chatter of endless 

expectations providing personal stress relief amidst deep cultural constraints.    

 

Rural-Urban Adjustments - Internal migrant workers in cities grapple with social isolation, 

discrimination and loss of communal life (Srivastava, 2012). JPMR fosters transportable 

familiarity with one’s calming bodily sensations amidst dislocation from cultural roots and 

support systems.   
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Cultural Alignment 

India’s historical affinity with mind-body healing lineages positions practices eliciting 

the "relaxation response" as culturally resonant self-care modalities aligned with traditional 

medicine perspectives (Tang et al., 2015). Yogic body scans, pranayama breathing exercises or 

progressive cycles of muscle tension and release found in hatha yoga or yoga nidra practices 

share strong commonalities with JPMR (Gawande et al., 2022). Hence JPMR avoids barriers 

around unfamiliar methods or medical scepticism that therapies rooted strictly in Western 

biomedicine encounter. Actively releasing muscle tension also mirrors the value Indian healing 

traditions place on loosening habitual energetic, emotional and postural holding patterns that 

constrain overall well-being (Khalsa, 2004).   

 

As a portable self-administered relaxation skill, JPMR empowers Indians to take 

responsibility for managing personal anxiety symptoms outside formal healthcare institutions 

which many only access as a last resort (Maulik et al., 2017). Seeking psychiatric counselling 

or drugs carries a deep stigma rooted in a lack of mental health literacy and the belief one 

should handle emotional troubles independently. Many Indians instead prefer to utilize close 

family networks for personal support. Thus, JPMR has advantages of non-stigmatized self-care 

aligning with endemic cultural attitudes prioritizing self-reliance. 

 

Feasible Societal Integration Channels  

Widespread diffusion of JPMR across the Indian populace leverages digital networks and 

public health infrastructure:   

 

Mass Media - India's state broadcasters like Doordarshan and All India Radio have enormous 

collective viewership including rural citizens. Airing JPMR video tutorials on these free public 
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channels makes the practice accessible even for lower-income Indians without smartphones or 

internet who suffer significant stress (Dias, 2018).   

 

Digital Applications - India's health tech sector is booming with innovative startups like Practo, 

Lybrate and YourDOST providing online medical consultations, prescription deliveries and 

counselling for millions (Gagnon & Cassim, 2021). Their apps can push JPMR content while 

online doctors include it in e-prescriptions for anxious patients.   

 

Public Healthcare - Multitiered public health networks down to the village level via frontline 

Accredited Social Health Activists (ASHAs) provide huge JPMR distribution networks for 

rural citizens with limited healthcare access (Scott & Shanker, 2010). 

 

Academic Infusion - Schools and universities can teach JPMR to help youth manage exam 

anxiety and strengthen coping skills before workplace demands exacerbate stress disorders 

later in life (Deb et al., 2015). 

 

Corporate Wellness - Indian firms losing billions annually to burnout and turnover can 

incorporate JPMR into employee wellbeing programs focused currently only on physical health 

(Arora, 2013). 

Non-Profits - Expanding bottom-of-the-pyramid mental health services rely heavily on 

training community health workers in relaxation techniques and positive psychology for 

underserved groups who will readily resonate with JPMR (Balaji et al., 2012). 

 

 

 

https://phpstack-630042-3523214.cloudwaysapps.com/index.php/ijpe/index


ISSN: 2584-0142 

International Journal of Interdisciplinary Approaches in Psychology (IJIAP) 

Vol. 2, Issue 4 April 2024 
   

 
 

 77 

CONCLUSION 

Jacobson's progressive muscle relaxation (JPMR) represents a promising approach for 

alleviating academic stress among higher education students in India. This technique engages 

students in systematically tensing and relaxing major muscle groups to actively identify and 

release physical tension manifesting from academic anxieties. Evidence supports JPMR's 

ability to reduce physiological and psychological symptoms of stress and anxiety through 

demonstrated relaxation effects. Regular brief JPMR practice can strengthen students’ self-

regulation of distress responses to academic pressures and evaluation demands.  

 

Integrating JPMR programming into a tiered framework on Indian campuses provides 

accessible, non-stigmatizing support for both clinically anxious and general student 

populations. Self-guided JPMR sessions, workshops, and coaching can be incorporated based 

on student needs and comfort levels. Promoting portable relaxation habits through JPMR 

applications may foster resilience and self-efficacy for managing academics-related stress. This 

aligns with preferences for self-reliance and avoids barriers some associate with formal 

counselling or medication. 

 

JPMR’s origins in mind-body medicine also culturally resonate in India, mirroring 

elements of yoga and meditation. This indigenous lineage, along with India’s extensive public 

health networks, technology infrastructure, and pressing mental health burdens, enables 

strategic nationwide implementation. Potential channels include public media broadcasts, 

digital apps, academic curriculum integration, workplace programs, and rural health workers. 

With concerted promotion and research on localized JPMR applications, this evidence-based 

technique can provide cost-effective, destigmatized stress relief on a massive scale for Indian 

citizens spanning socioeconomic backgrounds. Adoption in schools and colleges may confer 
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lasting coping skills for future life pressures. JPMR thus represents a scalable solution 

leveraging Indian strengths to address the country’s escalating anxiety-linked health issues 

through accessible self-care. 
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