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5 Things That Happened When I Stopped Bringing My Phone To Bed With Me

By Laura McClellan

Ever have one of those days when you’re just 
completely overwhelmed? Too much to do, not 
enough time. Deadlines looming (or whizzing past), 
phone ringing, emails pinging.

Just everyday life for a lot of us.

And most days we manage to roll with it, deal with 
things as they come up, and get along just fine.

Some days, though, the clamor of multiple 
competing demands on our time, energy, and 
attention can be just too much to bear. We feel 
overwhelmed and out of control. It can paralyze us 
— dozens of things to do, and we do none of them, 
because we don’t know where to start. We fight the 
urge to just quit — crawl under our desk and hide, 
hoping it will all go away.

Quitting isn’t an option, though, and fortunately, it’s 
not necessary. In fifteen minutes or less you can 
take a few simple steps to retake control, overcome 
the panic, move forward, and regain workplace 
sanity. So when it’s all too much but you must get 
it done, try this:

Close your eyes for one minute and just breathe. 
Grab hold of your mind, block out the screaming 
voices of panic, and purposely focus on just 
breathing in and out. Notice where you’re feeling 
tense, and intentionally relax those muscles. Slow 
your breathing, calm your mind. Just take those 
sixty seconds to reclaim quiet and peace.

Clear your workspace. When we get too busy, our 
workspace usually reflects the clutter of our minds. 
Our carefully prepared organizational systems go 
by the wayside; we leave papers on our desk or on 
the kitchen counter as reminders to do something, 
and pretty soon the desk or counter is a mass of 
piles and sticky notes and reminders. Whether 
or not you consciously recognize it, the chaos 
of those piles distracts you and makes it nearly 
impossible to focus on anything. So take five 
minutes to clear off your workspace. Don’t sort or 
file anything unless you can do it in seconds. Toss 
the trash, drop the dirty dishes in the kitchen sink, 
and stash the piles of papers in a nearby drawer or 
shelf for later attention. If you’re afraid you’ll forget 
something important, take a second to schedule 
an appointment to tend to those stashed piles. 
Your immediate objective is to create a clear, clean, 
distraction-free space for focused working.

Take five minutes to write down everything that 
needs to get done. Use whatever method works 
best for you to capture everything. I rely heavily 
on technology, but when I’m in this situation, I 
prefer old-fashioned pen and legal pad. Don’t try 
to organize or prioritize the tasks; just do a brain 
dump. Part of the anxiety you feel is a fear that 
you’re forgetting something, so get it all there on 
paper in front of you.

Scan the list. Is there anything there that 
somebody else could do? Your secretary or 
assistant? A colleague? Your spouse or child? 
This is no time to be too proud to ask for help 
— remember, we’re in crisis mode here. Take five 
minutes to offload anything that reasonably can 
be delegated.

Is there anything on the list that can be put off 
until tomorrow (or the next day) without knocking 
the earth off its axis? Take one minute to check 
off those tasks that don’t truly have to be done 
right this minute. Circle the ones that do need 
immediate attention.

Choose one of the circled tasks. Don’t spend a 
lot of time agonizing over priority. Just pick one. If 
there’s something that can be done in a couple 
of minutes — responding to an email or returning 
a phone call, maybe? — do that and enjoy the 
catharsis of seeing your list begin to dwindle 
immediately. But the main thing is to just pick 
one.

Clear everything else away, and do it. Gather the 
materials you need for that task, then sit down 
and get it done. If it will take more than half 
an hour or so, considering using the Pomodoro 
technique: set a timer for 25 minutes and work 
steadily until the timer goes off. Then take a 
five-minute break — stretch, walk, get a drink of 
water — and then get back to work, with the timer 
set for another 25-minute segment. Keep up that 
approach until you’ve finished the task.

When you finish that task, cross it off the list and 
choose another. One item at a time, work through 
the list until you’re caught up.

I know this approach works, because it’s saved 
my workplace sanity numerous times in my own 
professional life.
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15 Minutes to Workplace Sanity

“A happy life is 

one which is  

in accordance  

with its own 

nature.”

– Lucius Annaeus Seneca

By Jen Hubley Luckwaldt

When I first took this assignment, I felt a little guilty.

“I shouldn’t even take their money,” I told my husband. 
“I’ve already banned all devices from the bedroom, just 
like Gwyneth Paltrow and other spiritually evolved lifestyle 
gurus.”

“What was that strange object I saw you tapping in bed 
the other morning, like a lab rat hitting a lever?” my 
beloved asked.

Okay, so it was my phone.

A few months ago, before I agreed to take on this 
assignment, I decided that I needed a better work-life 
balance. Step one was banning my phone from the 
bedroom, so I wouldn’t be tempted to check my email 
(or Instagram feed) when I woke up at 3 AM. But until this 
experiment, I didn’t commit to going phone-free for a full 
eight hours; I made dawn the cutoff. If I woke up anytime 
after 5 AM, I’d let myself retrieve my cell from the kitchen, 
where I’d left it plugged in next to the coffeemaker all of five 
hours earlier. Then I’d squirrel back to bed with my prize 
and immediately start obsessing over work deadlines.

Tapping away until lights out and keeping my phone on 
the nightstand in the early morning probably wasn’t great 
for my health. (It also meant I wasn’t actually banning 
devices from my bedroom.) Research shows that using 
smartphones late at night can harm sleep quality and, in 
turn, diminish productivity at work the next day. Our cell 
phones are also a major source of stress—those message 
and app alerts are unsettling, to say the least, breaking 
our concentration and making us feel like we’re supposed 
to be doing something else, which prevents us from 
actually relaxing.

With this assignment, the goal was to do the experiment 
for real. So for two weeks, I banned my phone from the 
bedroom entirely. Here’s how it went.

I freaked out—at first, at least.

The first five mornings were like waking up to discover that I’d 
lost my keys, wallet, and eyeglasses during the night. To say 
that I felt unsettled is putting it mildly. It was unbelievably 
hard to get up and perform my ablutions before checking 
my phone. I had two dreams in which I was checking my 
smartphone, and it froze. I woke up totally enraged. Score 
one for my husband and his lab rat analogy.

But eventually, I became less stressed.

By the end of the first week, I noticed that I was feeling 
less on edge, both in the mornings and in general. Without 
my phone to let me know about an urgent email or social 
media update, I was able to halt the cycle of worry that 
generally runs in the background on my personal operating 
system. Did a client return my email? Did a big story break 
on Twitter? I eventually stopped wondering about these 
things, which meant that I had the mental real estate for 
more meaningful and productive thoughts.

I got more sleep.

The duration and quality of my sleep improved significantly 
during this experiment. The first part was no surprise. If you 
check your phone every time you wake up during the night, 
you’re obviously going to get less sleep. Keeping my phone 
out of the bedroom meant that instead of checking email, 
I actually dozed off again. By the end of the two weeks, I 
was getting, on average, an additional hour of sleep each 
evening. Beyond that, my sleep felt more restorative, which I 
honestly wasn’t expecting. After a few days, I felt like it finally 
filtered through to my brain that nighttime is for sleeping, 
not for staring at my phone. By the end, I was sleeping all 
the way through the night for the first time in years.

I felt healthier.

A committed hypochondriac, I like to diagnose 
myself with the direst possible diseases based on 
the mildest and most innocuous symptoms. I’ve 
never in my life thought, “I must be getting a cold.” 
Instead, I think, “I wonder what the symptoms of 
Dengue Fever are?”

After a few days of enforcing the cell ban, it became 
apparent that many of my ongoing health woes 
were a result of my extended screen time and lack 
of rest. For instance, before this experiment, my 
eyes were often dry and scratchy, which I always 
assumed was incipient blindness. Considering 
these symptoms cleared up when I dialed back on 
my cell usage, I’ve decided that my eye doctor was 
probably right; my symptoms probably were just 
signs of eyestrain. Ditto for my sore thumbs, which 
I thought were caused by arthritis. The symptoms 
disappeared after a few days of enforcing the cell 
ban. My new self-diagnosis: tendonitis from holding 
my phone at a weird angle for hours every day.

I was a better worker.

I have what was once called a Type A personality 
and is now called, “a person who lives and works 
in the 21st century.” By that I mean that I assume 
I’m essential to every project. Embarrassingly, I’ve 
actually heard myself say, “But I can’t take any time 
off! I’m the only one who can do XYZ!” This is never, 
ever the case, of course. Unless you’ve just invented 
a new technology and are the only one who can use 
it, you’re probably not indispensable. Banning my 
phone from the bedroom helped me to remember 
this. After a few days of not answering emails from 
my bed, I noticed that nothing bad had happened. 
My work was proceeding on schedule, my bosses 
weren’t mad at me, and nothing was slipping 
through the cracks. Who would have thought?

Being calmer also made me better at my job. I 
noticed an uptick in my productivity and a reduced 
number of errors. Also, because I was in a better 
mood, I was a nicer coworker. I found myself 
volunteering for more things, and feeling more 
cheerful about helping out—or, okay, slightly less 
resentful about volunteering for stuff. It turns out, to 
have work-life balance, you need to keep your work 
and your life at least a little bit separate. Spending 
at least eight hours a day away from my phone, 
the device that brings work into my life, made that 
much easier to do.
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5 Things That Happened When I Stopped Bringing My Phone To Bed With Me

By Laura McClellan

Ever have one of those days when you’re just 
completely overwhelmed? Too much to do, not 
enough time. Deadlines looming (or whizzing past), 
phone ringing, emails pinging.

Just everyday life for a lot of us.

And most days we manage to roll with it, deal with 
things as they come up, and get along just fine.

Some days, though, the clamor of multiple 
competing demands on our time, energy, and 
attention can be just too much to bear. We feel 
overwhelmed and out of control. It can paralyze us 
— dozens of things to do, and we do none of them, 
because we don’t know where to start. We fight the 
urge to just quit — crawl under our desk and hide, 
hoping it will all go away.

Quitting isn’t an option, though, and fortunately, it’s 
not necessary. In fifteen minutes or less you can 
take a few simple steps to retake control, overcome 
the panic, move forward, and regain workplace 
sanity. So when it’s all too much but you must get 
it done, try this:

Close your eyes for one minute and just breathe. 
Grab hold of your mind, block out the screaming 
voices of panic, and purposely focus on just 
breathing in and out. Notice where you’re feeling 
tense, and intentionally relax those muscles. Slow 
your breathing, calm your mind. Just take those 
sixty seconds to reclaim quiet and peace.

Clear your workspace. When we get too busy, our 
workspace usually reflects the clutter of our minds. 
Our carefully prepared organizational systems go 
by the wayside; we leave papers on our desk or on 
the kitchen counter as reminders to do something, 
and pretty soon the desk or counter is a mass of 
piles and sticky notes and reminders. Whether 
or not you consciously recognize it, the chaos 
of those piles distracts you and makes it nearly 
impossible to focus on anything. So take five 
minutes to clear off your workspace. Don’t sort or 
file anything unless you can do it in seconds. Toss 
the trash, drop the dirty dishes in the kitchen sink, 
and stash the piles of papers in a nearby drawer or 
shelf for later attention. If you’re afraid you’ll forget 
something important, take a second to schedule 
an appointment to tend to those stashed piles. 
Your immediate objective is to create a clear, clean, 
distraction-free space for focused working.

Take five minutes to write down everything that 
needs to get done. Use whatever method works 
best for you to capture everything. I rely heavily 
on technology, but when I’m in this situation, I 
prefer old-fashioned pen and legal pad. Don’t try 
to organize or prioritize the tasks; just do a brain 
dump. Part of the anxiety you feel is a fear that 
you’re forgetting something, so get it all there on 
paper in front of you.

Scan the list. Is there anything there that 
somebody else could do? Your secretary or 
assistant? A colleague? Your spouse or child? 
This is no time to be too proud to ask for help 
— remember, we’re in crisis mode here. Take five 
minutes to offload anything that reasonably can 
be delegated.

Is there anything on the list that can be put off 
until tomorrow (or the next day) without knocking 
the earth off its axis? Take one minute to check 
off those tasks that don’t truly have to be done 
right this minute. Circle the ones that do need 
immediate attention.

Choose one of the circled tasks. Don’t spend a 
lot of time agonizing over priority. Just pick one. If 
there’s something that can be done in a couple 
of minutes — responding to an email or returning 
a phone call, maybe? — do that and enjoy the 
catharsis of seeing your list begin to dwindle 
immediately. But the main thing is to just pick 
one.

Clear everything else away, and do it. Gather the 
materials you need for that task, then sit down 
and get it done. If it will take more than half 
an hour or so, considering using the Pomodoro 
technique: set a timer for 25 minutes and work 
steadily until the timer goes off. Then take a 
five-minute break — stretch, walk, get a drink of 
water — and then get back to work, with the timer 
set for another 25-minute segment. Keep up that 
approach until you’ve finished the task.

When you finish that task, cross it off the list and 
choose another. One item at a time, work through 
the list until you’re caught up.

I know this approach works, because it’s saved 
my workplace sanity numerous times in my own 
professional life.
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15 Minutes to Workplace Sanity

“A happy life is 

one which is  

in accordance  

with its own 

nature.”

– Lucius Annaeus Seneca

By Jen Hubley Luckwaldt

When I first took this assignment, I felt a little guilty.

“I shouldn’t even take their money,” I told my husband. 
“I’ve already banned all devices from the bedroom, just 
like Gwyneth Paltrow and other spiritually evolved lifestyle 
gurus.”

“What was that strange object I saw you tapping in bed 
the other morning, like a lab rat hitting a lever?” my 
beloved asked.

Okay, so it was my phone.

A few months ago, before I agreed to take on this 
assignment, I decided that I needed a better work-life 
balance. Step one was banning my phone from the 
bedroom, so I wouldn’t be tempted to check my email 
(or Instagram feed) when I woke up at 3 AM. But until this 
experiment, I didn’t commit to going phone-free for a full 
eight hours; I made dawn the cutoff. If I woke up anytime 
after 5 AM, I’d let myself retrieve my cell from the kitchen, 
where I’d left it plugged in next to the coffeemaker all of five 
hours earlier. Then I’d squirrel back to bed with my prize 
and immediately start obsessing over work deadlines.

Tapping away until lights out and keeping my phone on 
the nightstand in the early morning probably wasn’t great 
for my health. (It also meant I wasn’t actually banning 
devices from my bedroom.) Research shows that using 
smartphones late at night can harm sleep quality and, in 
turn, diminish productivity at work the next day. Our cell 
phones are also a major source of stress—those message 
and app alerts are unsettling, to say the least, breaking 
our concentration and making us feel like we’re supposed 
to be doing something else, which prevents us from 
actually relaxing.

With this assignment, the goal was to do the experiment 
for real. So for two weeks, I banned my phone from the 
bedroom entirely. Here’s how it went.

I freaked out—at first, at least.

The first five mornings were like waking up to discover that I’d 
lost my keys, wallet, and eyeglasses during the night. To say 
that I felt unsettled is putting it mildly. It was unbelievably 
hard to get up and perform my ablutions before checking 
my phone. I had two dreams in which I was checking my 
smartphone, and it froze. I woke up totally enraged. Score 
one for my husband and his lab rat analogy.

But eventually, I became less stressed.

By the end of the first week, I noticed that I was feeling 
less on edge, both in the mornings and in general. Without 
my phone to let me know about an urgent email or social 
media update, I was able to halt the cycle of worry that 
generally runs in the background on my personal operating 
system. Did a client return my email? Did a big story break 
on Twitter? I eventually stopped wondering about these 
things, which meant that I had the mental real estate for 
more meaningful and productive thoughts.

I got more sleep.

The duration and quality of my sleep improved significantly 
during this experiment. The first part was no surprise. If you 
check your phone every time you wake up during the night, 
you’re obviously going to get less sleep. Keeping my phone 
out of the bedroom meant that instead of checking email, 
I actually dozed off again. By the end of the two weeks, I 
was getting, on average, an additional hour of sleep each 
evening. Beyond that, my sleep felt more restorative, which I 
honestly wasn’t expecting. After a few days, I felt like it finally 
filtered through to my brain that nighttime is for sleeping, 
not for staring at my phone. By the end, I was sleeping all 
the way through the night for the first time in years.

I felt healthier.

A committed hypochondriac, I like to diagnose 
myself with the direst possible diseases based on 
the mildest and most innocuous symptoms. I’ve 
never in my life thought, “I must be getting a cold.” 
Instead, I think, “I wonder what the symptoms of 
Dengue Fever are?”

After a few days of enforcing the cell ban, it became 
apparent that many of my ongoing health woes 
were a result of my extended screen time and lack 
of rest. For instance, before this experiment, my 
eyes were often dry and scratchy, which I always 
assumed was incipient blindness. Considering 
these symptoms cleared up when I dialed back on 
my cell usage, I’ve decided that my eye doctor was 
probably right; my symptoms probably were just 
signs of eyestrain. Ditto for my sore thumbs, which 
I thought were caused by arthritis. The symptoms 
disappeared after a few days of enforcing the cell 
ban. My new self-diagnosis: tendonitis from holding 
my phone at a weird angle for hours every day.

I was a better worker.

I have what was once called a Type A personality 
and is now called, “a person who lives and works 
in the 21st century.” By that I mean that I assume 
I’m essential to every project. Embarrassingly, I’ve 
actually heard myself say, “But I can’t take any time 
off! I’m the only one who can do XYZ!” This is never, 
ever the case, of course. Unless you’ve just invented 
a new technology and are the only one who can use 
it, you’re probably not indispensable. Banning my 
phone from the bedroom helped me to remember 
this. After a few days of not answering emails from 
my bed, I noticed that nothing bad had happened. 
My work was proceeding on schedule, my bosses 
weren’t mad at me, and nothing was slipping 
through the cracks. Who would have thought?

Being calmer also made me better at my job. I 
noticed an uptick in my productivity and a reduced 
number of errors. Also, because I was in a better 
mood, I was a nicer coworker. I found myself 
volunteering for more things, and feeling more 
cheerful about helping out—or, okay, slightly less 
resentful about volunteering for stuff. It turns out, to 
have work-life balance, you need to keep your work 
and your life at least a little bit separate. Spending 
at least eight hours a day away from my phone, 
the device that brings work into my life, made that 
much easier to do.
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How to Relax10 Ways To Keep Your Relationship Exciting And Fresh

“I cannot even imagine where I 
would be today were it not for that 
handful of friends who have given 
me a heart full of joy. Let’s face it, 
friends make life a lot more fun.” 

– Charles R. Swindoll

By Amy Morin

The excitement that stems from a new 
relationship can make you feel on top of 
the world. As the newness wears off, the 
relationship can feel like it’s growing stale. 
You aren’t doomed to remain in a dull and 
boring relationship, however. There are 
some steps you can take to keep a mature 
relationship fresh and exciting.

1. Keep the Element of Surprise Alive

Surprise your partner from time to time in 
a variety of ways. Arrive home with a small 
gift, cook your partner’s favorite meal or 
book a surprise weekend getaway. These 
types of surprises will keep the excitement 
alive and prevent you from getting stuck in a 
relationship rut.

2. Send Romantic Text Messages

When you’re apart, send romantic text 
messages to one another. This can build 
anticipation for when you’ll see each other 
again. Use texting to send short messages 
of love, admiration, and encouragement. 
Don’t be afraid to send some sexy text 
messages to spice things up. It is a simple 
and easy way to keep the romance in your 
relationship.

3. Schedule Regular Date Nights

Most couples go on dates regularly during 
the initial phase of their relationship. 
However, going out to dinner often gets 
traded in for sitting on the couch. As a 
result, the relationship can become a little 
dull. Schedule regular date nights so you 
can spend quality time together as a couple.

4. Verbalize Your Loving Feelings

Don’t forget to use your words to express 
your feelings. Sometimes people forget 

all those mushy things they used to say 
to one another once the relationship 
matures. Say, “I love you,” often and don’t 
shy away from words that truly express 
how you feel.

5. Try Something New Together

Participating in a new activity together 
can keep the relationship exciting. Take 
a Chinese cooking class, volunteer at a 
soup kitchen, or take golf lessons together. 
A willingness to learn something new can 
help you grow together as a couple.

8. Discuss Your Hopes and Dreams

It’s likely that when you were dating, you 
talked about your hopes and dreams. 
However, over time, those sorts of 
conversations can fall by the wayside. Set 
time aside to continue to discuss your 
dreams for the future and support one 
another in making those dreams a reality.

9. Ask Meaningful Questions

The types of questions people ask one 
another often change over time. Questions 
such as, “What was your life like when 
you were growing up?” often get replaced 
with questions like, “What do you want for 
dinner?” Ask meaningful questions about 
your partner’s past, thoughts on current 
events, and feelings about a variety of 
topics. Try to get past superficial day-to-day 
conversations and dive deeper.

10. Greet One Another with Excitement

The way you greet one another after being 
apart can set the tone for the rest of the 
day. Changing small habits, such as the way 
you greet your partner when they get home, 
can be key to a lasting relationship. Greet 
your partner at the door with a hug and a 
kiss and express your joy at being together 
again. This can start things off on the right 
foot and set you on the path to reconnect 
after being apart.

© Amy Morin.  All Rights Reserved.

6. Spend Time with Other Couples

Spending time with couples who have 
healthy relationships can be good for you. 
Look for couples who share your values 
and who have a strong relationship. It 
can help reinforce the importance of 
commitment and help remind you to keep 
the relationship exciting.

7. Establish Goals Together

Create some goals that you can work on 
together as a couple. It may include a 
financial goal, such as saving a certain 
amount of money to go to on a vacation. 
Or, it could include a fitness goal, such as 
running a half marathon together. Working 
toward your goals can help you feel like 
a team and gives you new things to talk 
about and do together.

By Will Meek, PhD

There are a lot of relaxation techniques out there 
that we can all learn and practice. However, I have 
found that many of my clients (and myself) struggle 
with the way these are presented, and they also have 
problems motivating themselves to use them. In 
response to that, I researched the types of relaxation 
techniques that have the most research support, and 
I developed a five-step sequence that anyone can do 
to feel more relaxed in minutes, minus the new-age 
vibes.

Stress, Emotions, & The Brain

We usually need to relax when we are feeling tense, 
anxious, or angry. Part of these feelings are due to 
an activation of something called the sympathetic 
nervous system, which includes parts of your brain 
that detect and respond to threats and stress. 
Without getting too deep into the physiology, when 
you are tense, anxious, or angry, your sympathetic 
nervous system is activated, and your heart rate 
increases, your breathing becomes rapid and 
shallow, your blood pressure increases, your digestion 
stops, your muscles tense, your circulation changes, 
stress hormones (cortisol and adrenaline, among 
others) are released in your blood stream, and your 
thoughts speed up and focus on a target (read more 
about that in Three Frames of Mind). When this is 
happening, our bodies feel unpleasant and we look 
for ways to feel better.

For almost everyone, after some period of time, our 
parasympathetic nervous system (PNS) kicks in, 
which brings all of these physiological changes back 
down to normal. Your heart rate returns to baseline, 
your blood pressure lowers, digestion starts again, 
the stress hormones are metabolized, your breathing 
slows and deepens, and your muscles relax. When 
this completes, you are back to a pleasant, slower, 
and more in-control state.

How to Relax

The following relaxation process is all about taking 
steps to change your physiology when you are tense, 
anxious, or angry. This is basically done by shifting 
attention and taking control of breathing as a way 
to jump-start the parasympathetic nervous system. 
There is no magic, just basic steps (some that you 
already do) that should result in you feeling more 
relaxed, quickly. I encourage you to practice doing 
the full sequence at least once a day for two weeks 
during times of lower tension before you start using 
it in more urgent situations. Additionally, there is no 
set amount of time that this takes. It could last as 
little as a minute or two, or go on as long as you like.

The Process

So when you are feeling activated, stop what you 
are doing, and follow these 5-steps:

1. Orienting: the first step is intentionally orienting 
yourself to your surroundings. This means visually 
and mentally recognizing where you are right now 
and what is around you. If I did this right now, I’d 
look around the room and recognize that I am in 
my office, at 4:05 p.m., with the sun shining.

This step may seem silly or obvious, but when we 
are anxious, tense, or angry, we are almost never 
paying attention to our immediate surroundings. 
Instead, we are usually consumed with our thoughts 
or feelings related to things that are not present 
where we are. Orienting allows us to start relaxing 
by recognizing our immediate surroundings, which 
are hopefully calm, stable, and safe.

2. Grounding: the second step helps shift your 
attention to how you are connected to your 

The pace doesn’t matter, it should just be something 
that feels good to you. The key is having the exhale 
really stretch out much longer than the inhaling. Try 
and make the exhale smooth and have almost all 
of the air leave your body. Do it with the counting as 
long as you need to get the pace down before going 
to the next step. For me this takes a couple minutes.

While doing this, you should really start to notice 
some changes in how you are feeling, most obviously 
a slowing heart rate. That is your parasympathetic 
nervous system going into action.

An advanced technique would be to try using your 
diaphragm to control your breathing, so that your 
stomach is expanding more than your chest. This 
mirrors the way you breathe when you are in deep 
sleep. Additionally, if 4-7-8 is not feeling right for 
you, try starting with 4-4-6.

4. Coaching: once you have the breathing pace 
down, keep doing it while you move to this step. 
The key here is giving yourself positive, reassuring, 
and calm messages, rather than continuing with the 
tense, anxious, and angry thoughts. When I do this, 
I think things like “I can get through this. It will be 
OK. I can handle whatever happens. I am going to 
calmly do my best.” Everyone will have a different 
way of doing this, and some people like to imagine 
this in the voice of someone they care about, or with 
the image of that person telling them those things. 
Keep doing this along with the breathing until you 
feel sufficiently ready to reconnect with what you 
were doing.

5. Emerging: the key in this final step is calmly 
reentering the world. Rather than just stopping this 
process and jumping back in, focus on going back to 
what you need to do with the same peace you might 
have when you wake up from a nice sleep. Just gently 
getting back into the flow of your day. This should 
keep your mind and body both staying in a more 
relaxed and positive state.

Conclusion

Once you get the sequence down, I’d encourage you 
to innovate and find little tricks that will specifically 
make this more powerful for you. Remember to 
practice this everyday, especially during times of 
lower stress, because the effect is cumulative. 
Meaning, the 20th time you do this should have a 
faster and greater impact than the first. If it doesn’t 
work right away, stay with it and keep going, and make 
sure you are following all of the steps. Furthermore, 
if this process isn’t preferred for you, try doing the 
5-step Processing Emotions as an alternative.
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environment. Since relaxation is a physiological 
process, it is important to direct your attention to 
your senses. So for this step, intentionally notice 
ways you are connected to your surroundings. For 
me right now, that would mean I intentionally notice 
my feet on the floor, my back against the chair, and 
how my sweater feels on my arms.

3. Slowing: this third step will now bring your 
attention to what is happening inside you, 
particularly your breathing and heart rate. Although 
there are a lot of ways we can learn to change the 
way our body responds in any given moment, the 
easiest is to control our breathing. There are dozens 
of breathing techniques, but the one I have found 
to be the easiest to use is called “4-7-8 Breathing”. 
It works like this:

Sit comfortably in a chair with your feet on the 
floor, and close your eyes. Once you are settled and 
notice your breathing, inhale through your nose 
for a count of 4, hold it for a count of 7, exhale 
through your mouth for a count of 8, and repeat. 

“No matter how chaotic  
it is, wildflowers will  
still spring up in the  
middle of nowhere.” 

 - Sheryl Crow
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How to Relax10 Ways To Keep Your Relationship Exciting And Fresh

“I cannot even imagine where I 
would be today were it not for that 
handful of friends who have given 
me a heart full of joy. Let’s face it, 
friends make life a lot more fun.” 

– Charles R. Swindoll

By Amy Morin

The excitement that stems from a new 
relationship can make you feel on top of 
the world. As the newness wears off, the 
relationship can feel like it’s growing stale. 
You aren’t doomed to remain in a dull and 
boring relationship, however. There are 
some steps you can take to keep a mature 
relationship fresh and exciting.

1. Keep the Element of Surprise Alive

Surprise your partner from time to time in 
a variety of ways. Arrive home with a small 
gift, cook your partner’s favorite meal or 
book a surprise weekend getaway. These 
types of surprises will keep the excitement 
alive and prevent you from getting stuck in a 
relationship rut.

2. Send Romantic Text Messages

When you’re apart, send romantic text 
messages to one another. This can build 
anticipation for when you’ll see each other 
again. Use texting to send short messages 
of love, admiration, and encouragement. 
Don’t be afraid to send some sexy text 
messages to spice things up. It is a simple 
and easy way to keep the romance in your 
relationship.

3. Schedule Regular Date Nights

Most couples go on dates regularly during 
the initial phase of their relationship. 
However, going out to dinner often gets 
traded in for sitting on the couch. As a 
result, the relationship can become a little 
dull. Schedule regular date nights so you 
can spend quality time together as a couple.

4. Verbalize Your Loving Feelings

Don’t forget to use your words to express 
your feelings. Sometimes people forget 

all those mushy things they used to say 
to one another once the relationship 
matures. Say, “I love you,” often and don’t 
shy away from words that truly express 
how you feel.

5. Try Something New Together

Participating in a new activity together 
can keep the relationship exciting. Take 
a Chinese cooking class, volunteer at a 
soup kitchen, or take golf lessons together. 
A willingness to learn something new can 
help you grow together as a couple.

8. Discuss Your Hopes and Dreams

It’s likely that when you were dating, you 
talked about your hopes and dreams. 
However, over time, those sorts of 
conversations can fall by the wayside. Set 
time aside to continue to discuss your 
dreams for the future and support one 
another in making those dreams a reality.

9. Ask Meaningful Questions

The types of questions people ask one 
another often change over time. Questions 
such as, “What was your life like when 
you were growing up?” often get replaced 
with questions like, “What do you want for 
dinner?” Ask meaningful questions about 
your partner’s past, thoughts on current 
events, and feelings about a variety of 
topics. Try to get past superficial day-to-day 
conversations and dive deeper.

10. Greet One Another with Excitement

The way you greet one another after being 
apart can set the tone for the rest of the 
day. Changing small habits, such as the way 
you greet your partner when they get home, 
can be key to a lasting relationship. Greet 
your partner at the door with a hug and a 
kiss and express your joy at being together 
again. This can start things off on the right 
foot and set you on the path to reconnect 
after being apart.
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6. Spend Time with Other Couples

Spending time with couples who have 
healthy relationships can be good for you. 
Look for couples who share your values 
and who have a strong relationship. It 
can help reinforce the importance of 
commitment and help remind you to keep 
the relationship exciting.

7. Establish Goals Together

Create some goals that you can work on 
together as a couple. It may include a 
financial goal, such as saving a certain 
amount of money to go to on a vacation. 
Or, it could include a fitness goal, such as 
running a half marathon together. Working 
toward your goals can help you feel like 
a team and gives you new things to talk 
about and do together.

By Will Meek, PhD

There are a lot of relaxation techniques out there 
that we can all learn and practice. However, I have 
found that many of my clients (and myself) struggle 
with the way these are presented, and they also have 
problems motivating themselves to use them. In 
response to that, I researched the types of relaxation 
techniques that have the most research support, and 
I developed a five-step sequence that anyone can do 
to feel more relaxed in minutes, minus the new-age 
vibes.

Stress, Emotions, & The Brain

We usually need to relax when we are feeling tense, 
anxious, or angry. Part of these feelings are due to 
an activation of something called the sympathetic 
nervous system, which includes parts of your brain 
that detect and respond to threats and stress. 
Without getting too deep into the physiology, when 
you are tense, anxious, or angry, your sympathetic 
nervous system is activated, and your heart rate 
increases, your breathing becomes rapid and 
shallow, your blood pressure increases, your digestion 
stops, your muscles tense, your circulation changes, 
stress hormones (cortisol and adrenaline, among 
others) are released in your blood stream, and your 
thoughts speed up and focus on a target (read more 
about that in Three Frames of Mind). When this is 
happening, our bodies feel unpleasant and we look 
for ways to feel better.

For almost everyone, after some period of time, our 
parasympathetic nervous system (PNS) kicks in, 
which brings all of these physiological changes back 
down to normal. Your heart rate returns to baseline, 
your blood pressure lowers, digestion starts again, 
the stress hormones are metabolized, your breathing 
slows and deepens, and your muscles relax. When 
this completes, you are back to a pleasant, slower, 
and more in-control state.

How to Relax

The following relaxation process is all about taking 
steps to change your physiology when you are tense, 
anxious, or angry. This is basically done by shifting 
attention and taking control of breathing as a way 
to jump-start the parasympathetic nervous system. 
There is no magic, just basic steps (some that you 
already do) that should result in you feeling more 
relaxed, quickly. I encourage you to practice doing 
the full sequence at least once a day for two weeks 
during times of lower tension before you start using 
it in more urgent situations. Additionally, there is no 
set amount of time that this takes. It could last as 
little as a minute or two, or go on as long as you like.

The Process

So when you are feeling activated, stop what you 
are doing, and follow these 5-steps:

1. Orienting: the first step is intentionally orienting 
yourself to your surroundings. This means visually 
and mentally recognizing where you are right now 
and what is around you. If I did this right now, I’d 
look around the room and recognize that I am in 
my office, at 4:05 p.m., with the sun shining.

This step may seem silly or obvious, but when we 
are anxious, tense, or angry, we are almost never 
paying attention to our immediate surroundings. 
Instead, we are usually consumed with our thoughts 
or feelings related to things that are not present 
where we are. Orienting allows us to start relaxing 
by recognizing our immediate surroundings, which 
are hopefully calm, stable, and safe.

2. Grounding: the second step helps shift your 
attention to how you are connected to your 

The pace doesn’t matter, it should just be something 
that feels good to you. The key is having the exhale 
really stretch out much longer than the inhaling. Try 
and make the exhale smooth and have almost all 
of the air leave your body. Do it with the counting as 
long as you need to get the pace down before going 
to the next step. For me this takes a couple minutes.

While doing this, you should really start to notice 
some changes in how you are feeling, most obviously 
a slowing heart rate. That is your parasympathetic 
nervous system going into action.

An advanced technique would be to try using your 
diaphragm to control your breathing, so that your 
stomach is expanding more than your chest. This 
mirrors the way you breathe when you are in deep 
sleep. Additionally, if 4-7-8 is not feeling right for 
you, try starting with 4-4-6.

4. Coaching: once you have the breathing pace 
down, keep doing it while you move to this step. 
The key here is giving yourself positive, reassuring, 
and calm messages, rather than continuing with the 
tense, anxious, and angry thoughts. When I do this, 
I think things like “I can get through this. It will be 
OK. I can handle whatever happens. I am going to 
calmly do my best.” Everyone will have a different 
way of doing this, and some people like to imagine 
this in the voice of someone they care about, or with 
the image of that person telling them those things. 
Keep doing this along with the breathing until you 
feel sufficiently ready to reconnect with what you 
were doing.

5. Emerging: the key in this final step is calmly 
reentering the world. Rather than just stopping this 
process and jumping back in, focus on going back to 
what you need to do with the same peace you might 
have when you wake up from a nice sleep. Just gently 
getting back into the flow of your day. This should 
keep your mind and body both staying in a more 
relaxed and positive state.

Conclusion

Once you get the sequence down, I’d encourage you 
to innovate and find little tricks that will specifically 
make this more powerful for you. Remember to 
practice this everyday, especially during times of 
lower stress, because the effect is cumulative. 
Meaning, the 20th time you do this should have a 
faster and greater impact than the first. If it doesn’t 
work right away, stay with it and keep going, and make 
sure you are following all of the steps. Furthermore, 
if this process isn’t preferred for you, try doing the 
5-step Processing Emotions as an alternative.

© Will Meek, PhD.  All Rights Reserved.

environment. Since relaxation is a physiological 
process, it is important to direct your attention to 
your senses. So for this step, intentionally notice 
ways you are connected to your surroundings. For 
me right now, that would mean I intentionally notice 
my feet on the floor, my back against the chair, and 
how my sweater feels on my arms.

3. Slowing: this third step will now bring your 
attention to what is happening inside you, 
particularly your breathing and heart rate. Although 
there are a lot of ways we can learn to change the 
way our body responds in any given moment, the 
easiest is to control our breathing. There are dozens 
of breathing techniques, but the one I have found 
to be the easiest to use is called “4-7-8 Breathing”. 
It works like this:

Sit comfortably in a chair with your feet on the 
floor, and close your eyes. Once you are settled and 
notice your breathing, inhale through your nose 
for a count of 4, hold it for a count of 7, exhale 
through your mouth for a count of 8, and repeat. 

“No matter how chaotic  
it is, wildflowers will  
still spring up in the  
middle of nowhere.” 

 - Sheryl Crow




