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PREFACE

The idea

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

For whom

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

Important information

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

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

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

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

Feedback

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

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

you notice mistakes or have suggestions for improvement,



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

Warmly,

Sarah and Johan

Sarah Strauven Johan Op De Beeck
www.skyma.be www.psycholoogjohanopdebeeck.be
@StrauvenSarah
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REVIEW OF THE EXERCISES

We divided the exercises in four groups.

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

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

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

54321 exercise
Re-orientation in here and now
Tapping exercise

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

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

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

Near the stream
Forest visualization



WHICH EXERCISES ARE USEFUL FOR PARTICULAR COMPLAINTS?

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

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

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

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

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

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

Abdominal breathing
Alternate nostril breathing
54321 exercise

Body scan

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

Re-orientation in here and now
Tapping exercise

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

54321 exercise
Body scan

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

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



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

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

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

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

Abdominal breathing
Alternate nostril breathing
54321 exercise

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

Near the stream
Forest visualization
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This exercise is based on the work of BEARD Elizabeth, see her website http://joythruyoga.com/
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This exercise is based on the work of Dr. WEIL Andrew, see his website http://www.drweil.com (also video)
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This exercise is based on the work of BEARD Elizabeth, see her website http://joythruyoga.com/ and
on the work of Dr. KHALSA Gurusahay, see his website http://www.grdhealth.com
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This exercise is based on the work of SIVAK Katya, see ‘Grounding exercises, Progressive Muscle Relaxation,
Meditation, Visualization and Guiding Imagery’ or her website http://www.heartfulness.ca/
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This exercise is based on the work of SIVAK Katya, see ‘Grounding exercises, Progressive Muscle Relaxation,
Meditation, Visualization and Guiding Imagery’ or her website http://www.heartfulness.ca/
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This exercise is based on the work of SIVAK Katya, see ‘Grounding exercises, Progressive Muscle Relaxation,
Meditation, Visualization and Guiding Imagery’ or her website http://www.heartfulness.ca/
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