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1 General information

Mindfulness and relaxation-oriented methods are seen as complementary to psycho-oncologi
cal support or psychotherapeutic treatment.

The practice of mindfulness is originally rooted in Buddhist traditions and is nowadays imple
mented in the Western world in health-oriented offerings as courses or interventions in health 
care, independent of a religious and cultural context. In this context, mindfulness means living 
towards this personal experience with a conscious attention to the present moment with open
ness and acceptance. The unbiased personal experience of her/his own bodys sensations is 
soften an impressive moment. It is believed that this experience leads to improved self-regula
tion and emotional, cognitive, and behavioral flexibility. The underlying mechanism is on the 
one hand the conscious engagement in the present moment, i.e. in the “here and now”, and on 
the other hand the distancing from or acceptance of inner unpleasant impressions, e.g. due to 
anxiety-provoking information [1, 2, 3].

In contrast, traditional relaxation methods such as progressive muscle relaxation are rooted in 
Western society. These methods focus directly on relaxation through formulaic exercises and 
resolutions (e.g., autogenic training) or fantasy journeys (e.g., guided imagery). The underlying 
mechanism is a physiological response (e.g., slowing of heart rate or decrease in blood pres
sure) through physical exercises or the desired manipulation of thoughts [4, 5, 6].

2 Good to know

Mindfulness- and relaxation-oriented methods should be continued on one's own after profes
sional guidance and practice. These methods provide patients with an instrument that enables 
them to reduce emotional tension (self-management) and strengthens their ability to regulate 
emotions (resource orientation). Compared to more intensive forms of psychotherapy, both 
mindfulness- and relaxation-oriented methods are low-threshold and can therefore be used by 
almost anyone, regardless of whether they are undergoing oncological or psychotherapeutic 
treatment [4, 5, 6, 7, 8].

Despite their different origins and underlying mechanisms, both mindfulness and relaxation-ori
ented techniques elicit a detectable relaxation response (i.e., reduced psychophysiological 
arousal). These practical treatment results are consistent with research-based experience with 
mindfulness and relaxation-oriented interventions, which have demonstrated efficacy in reduc
ing psychological distress and improving quality of life in patients* with difficult-to-treat or 
chronic illnesses [7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14]. According to the S3 guideline on psycho-oncology, 
the effectiveness of relaxation techniques, especially for reducing anxiety and nausea, but also 
for improving the quality of life and reducing psychological stress, is proven [5].

https://www.onkopedia.com/onkopedia/de/hinweise/erstellung-von-leitlinien-1
https://www.onkopedia.com/onkopedia/de/hinweise/interessenskonflikte


3

•

•

•

•

•

2.1 Which goals are achievable?

Feasible goals of both mindfulness-based and relaxation-based practices include:

Improvement of well-being and quality of life

Reduction of nausea and stress

Reduction of depressiveness, anxiety and psychological stress.

Activation of body awareness and openness to look foward

Promoting the ability to concentrate and cope with pain [8].

It should not be expected that relaxation methods can facilitate to cope with the disease and its 
treatment. Providers who promise more are dubious and do not have the well-being of patients 
in mind [7].

2.2 What procedures are tested effective?

2.2.1 Autogenic training

2.2.1.1 What is Autogenic Training?

Autogenic training is an exercise (lat.: genos) arising from the self (lat.: autos).

The word training on the one hand stands for the possibility of increasing performance, on the 
other hand it points to the necessity of regular practice.

Suggestion means: the influencing of a person's thinking, feeling, willing or acting by bypassing 
his or her rational personality traits.

Thus, autogenic training is a self-suggestion that can be used in various life situations and is 
intended to establish a balance between tension and relaxation.

J.H. Schultz developed autogenic training as a self-relaxation technique in 1932. Today it is 
widely used both in everyday situations and especially in the field of psychotherapy.

2.2.1.2 What does autogenic training want?

The aim of autogenic training is to induce a state of rest and relaxation that counteracts stress. 
By learning to consciously influence organ functions that are generally not accessible to the 
will, mentally induced dysfunctions can be alleviated or eliminated, or health strains resulting 
from stressful situations and persistent states of tension can be prevented. Through autogenic 
training, by means of inner relaxation, health-promoting forces become active that were previ
ously blocked by strong tension.

2.2.1.3 How does autogenic training work?

Thoughts and words, misunderstood social signals that lead to fears, false expectations and 
misprocessing of experiences, significantly influence the state of mind and behavior of the 
whole organism. Thus, sensations and feelings, thoughts and ideas evoke nervous and physical 
changes.
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Thereby, through one's thoughts, one's autonomic nervous system can be influenced. The auto
nomic nervous system controls the involuntary physical functions such as breathing, heartbeat, 
circulation and digestion. The regulation of physical functions, such as blood circulation, is 
aimed by the formulas.

You can find a training program in the exercise catalog.

2.2.1.4 What does autogenic training do?

Autogenic training is a therapeutic method in which one induces calmness, relaxation and con
centrative immersion of one's own consciousness. One learns to influence certain physical func
tions such as cardiovascular, respiratory and digestive reactions that normally occur involuntar
ily.

The goals of this technique include relaxing the body's muscles, relieving or stopping pain, 
calming anxiety, and increasing overall physical and mental performance through regular peri
ods of recovery. In addition, the method opens ways to self-control and increased self-aware
ness for each course participant through an intensive introspection associated with the immer
sion.

Its success in the psychotherapeutic treatment of anxiety disorders, sleep disorders, asthma, 
tension headaches or high blood pressure has been scientifically proven. Autogenic training can 
also be used as an accompanying method for diseases of the digestive organs, the internal 
glands, the locomotor organs, the urogenital system and the teeth. For example, autogenic 
delivery facilitation is an essential part of the methods of so-called low-pain childbirth. In addi
tion, autogenic training can be used in stress management and in the prevention of stress reac
tions. Athletes also use the method to enhance performance. "Mental preparation" is what it's 
called then. Autogenic training also helps with test anxiety.

You can also find a training program for this in our exercise catalog.

2.2.1.5 What are the limitations of Autogenic Training?

Organic diseases cannot be cured. Autogenic training also does not solve conflicts. However, 
the distance to the problem achieved through autogenic training by means of the achieved self-
restraint allows a clearer and more objective decision.

Interested patients with the following medical conditions should ask the attending physician 
before starting:

Gastric ulcer, cardiovascular problems, neurological paralysis / epilepsy, migraine, endogenous 
psychosis, diabetics, those at risk of heart attack.

2.2.1.6 To the exercises

Important: Find a quiet room and turn off possible disturbing factors such as the telephone or 
the doorbell, or close the window. It is best to wear comfortable clothing and warm socks.

Six different exercises comprise autogenic training: the first helps to relax the voluntary mus
cles needed for the movement of the arms and legs. The second standard exercise leads to 
vasodilatation, which increases blood flow. The third exercise relaxes and warms the abdomen. 
The fourth standard exercise regulates breathing. The fifth standard exercise helps normalize 
the heartbeat. The sixth and last standard exercise decreases blood flow to the head.

https://www.onkopedia.com/onkopedia/de/ayapedia/guidelines/pdf/220519_uebungskatalog_autogenes_training.pdf
https://www.onkopedia.com/onkopedia/de/ayapedia/guidelines/pdf/220519_uebungskatalog_autogenes_training.pdf
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Here you can find the exercise catalog.

2.2.2 Progressive muscle relaxation according to Jacobson

2.2.2.1 What is Progressive Muscle Relaxation?

PMR is a self-relaxation method developed by the U.S. physician Edmund Jacobson. The aim is 
to achieve deep relaxation by progressively tensing and relaxing muscle groups.

Jacobson recognized that people who suffer from agitation and anxiety have an increased tone 
(tension level) of the skeletal muscles. He also recognized that these symptoms improved when 
muscle tone was lowered.

The method is easy to learn and is widely used, for example, as part of psychotherapeutic 
treatment. Its benefits have been proven for numerous symptoms and diseases, such as stress, 
high blood pressure, chronic pain and sleep disorders. The method can also be used to reduce 
the burden of symptoms in cancer: For example, studies have shown that PMR can have a posi
tive effect on chemotherapy-induced nausea and vomiting, as well as anxiety and depressive 
symptoms and fatigue. It has also been shown to improve quality of life.

In patients with rheumatic diseases, a positive effect on fatigue (chronic fatigue) and sleep 
quality has also been demonstrated.

One advantage of the method is that it can be used by the patient as a complementary therapy 
without side effects. It can be practiced alone or in combination with other relaxation methods, 
such as the fantasy journey.

2.2.2.2 What does progressive muscle relaxation want?

PMR aims to relax the body and calm the mind. The perception of the body improves.

2.2.2.3 How does Progressive Muscle Relaxation work?

Through targeted, progressive (in a sequence one after the other) tensing and abrupt relax
ation of the voluntary musculature, tensions can be released and a lower muscle tone of the 
exercised muscle can be achieved. Indirectly, the vegetative nervous system, which controls 
the involuntary muscles of our organs (i.e. heart and circulation, digestive tract, respiratory 
organs, sweat glands, excretory organs) should also be positively influenced.

You can also find an exercise in our exercise catalog.

2.2.2.4 What does Progressive Muscle Relaxation do?

Regular practice not only improves body awareness, but also reduces general stress levels and 
physical as well as mental restlessness. Muscular tensions are released. By influencing the veg
etative system, breathing rate, heart rate and blood pressure can be reduced.

2.2.2.5 What are the limitations of progressive muscle relaxation?

PMR is not to be understood as a therapy for specific diseases, but as a complementary, i.e. 
supplementary measure to improve body awareness and quality of life. In the case of muscular 

https://www.onkopedia.com/onkopedia/de/ayapedia/guidelines/pdf/220519_uebungskatalog_autogenes_training.pdf
https://www.onkopedia.com/onkopedia/de/ayapedia/guidelines/pdf/220519_uebungskatalog_progressive_muskelrelaxation.pdf
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diseases, paralysis and acute psychiatric illnesses, PMR should only be practiced after consulta
tion with the attending physician.

2.2.2.6 Course of the exercises, further information

PMR can be learned at adult education centers and as a health course in numerous institutions. 
The costs of certified courses are covered by statutory health insurance. There are also books, 
online instructions, audio books (for example, also on Spotify and YouTube) and apps for learn
ing the method. A tip on MP3 downloads with or without music can be found below under the 
heading "Further information".

Here you can find the exercise catalog.

2.2.3 Thought and fantasy journeys

2.2.3.1 What are thought and fantasy journeys?

Fantasy journeys belong to the technique of "inward looking images". In these visualization 
exercises, patients imagine pleasant images that arouse positive feelings. Such methods are 
also called imagination techniques or imagination exercises. In this process, the participant 
"immerses" him/herself with the help of his/her imagination, for example, in a relaxed situation 
such as the last vacation and a pleasant walk.

Fantasy journeys are one of the relaxation techniques that many psychotherapists and physi
cians use to support cancer patients. Visualization techniques should be learned under profes
sional guidance if possible. Especially in the beginning, the classification of one's own percep
tion and experience during the fantasy journey can be a helpful basis for the health-promoting 
effect.

2.2.3.2 What do thought and fantasy journeys want?

Fantasy journeys can bring about a very immediate relaxation. They allow a passive attitude for 
participants. When choosing a relaxation method, psychotherapists and physicians should keep 
in mind that fantasy journeys promote a passive-regressive experience.

Examples of exercises for home use can be found in the exercise catalog.

2.2.3.3 How do thought and fantasy journeys work?

Fantasy journeys are a type of guided daydreaming in which you learn to associate and develop 
ideas in your own imagination. They can help to reduce stress, create an inner balance or pro
mote imagination and creativity. In principle, fantasy journeys are suitable for all age groups, 
although it is essential to pay attention to individually adapted stories, for example with regard 
to physical or psychological traumas.

The inner images aimed at in fantasy journeys can and should stimulate creativity and in this 
way provide access to creative thinking. Fantasy journeys are more than just a relaxation tech
nique. Not infrequently, fantasy journeys can trigger projections and transferences. The psy
chotherapeutic "tour guide" should always consider what effects the chosen imaginary journeys 
may evoke [4]. When researching and selecting "their" psychotherapist, the affected person 
should pay attention to verifiable expertise and certified additional training. Furthermore, as for 
all psychotherapeutic treatment methods, the quality of the therapeutic working relationship is 

https://www.onkopedia.com/onkopedia/de/ayapedia/guidelines/pdf/220519_uebungskatalog_progressive_muskelrelaxation.pdf
https://www.onkopedia.com/onkopedia/de/ayapedia/guidelines/pdf/220519_uebungskatalog_phantasiereisen.pdf
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considered to be the most important prognostic factor in the application of mindfulness- and 
relaxation-oriented methods.

Examples of exercises for home use can be found in the exercise catalog.

2.2.3.4 What do thought and fantasy journeys do?

Besides the relaxing effect, fantasy journeys can improve imagination and concentration. If 
they are used more frequently, the inner images and imaginations can be linked to the feeling 
of relaxation. After some practice, in the sense of conditioning, the thought of the fantasy 
image or the memory of the perception is often sufficient to evoke this feeling [5].

Fantasy journeys can be used, for example, as part of pleasure training or mindfulness exer
cises for patients with depressive episodes, as well as for resource activation in anxiety or trau
matized patients (caution: pay attention to possible difficulties for those affected due to possi
ble re-traumatizing situations). For patients with chronic pain, fantasy journeys can have a sup
portive effect as a means of distracting or redirecting pain [5].

Since fantasy journeys can appeal to all senses (sight, hearing, touch, smell, taste), they are 
perceived as beneficial, especially for people with a strong cognitive orientation. Depending on 
the treatment plan or supporting needs, the following goals can be achieved through the appli
cation [5]:

Relaxation and inner peace

Distraction from unpleasant conditions and situations

Promotion of inner perception

Focusing on pleasant ideas and body feelings

Reduction of pain conditions

Resource activation

emotional restructuring of stressful memories (change in the imagination)

Working out positive target states

Clarification of psychosomatic relationships (effect of thoughts on physical reactions, e.g. 
imagining a lemon produces salivation).

2.2.3.5 What are the limits of thought and fantasy journeys?

Fantasy journeys belong to the complementary and accompanying procedures and should only 
be carried out if a stable, trusting therapeutic relationship exists. Difficulties occur rather 
rarely; if they do, they are similar to those encountered during relaxation exercises. Important 
for the prevention of difficulties or problematic courses are preparation and debriefing [5].

2.2.3.6 Course of the exercises, further information

Since conducting a fantasy journey is a new experience for many patients, the procedure and 
the associated objectives must be explained in detail, questions and uncertainties must be dis
cussed, and resistance to the technique must be taken seriously and dealt with. The content of 
the fantasy journey should be briefly outlined in the introduction. This is also necessary 
because not all imaginations are pleasant for all patients (e.g., a boat trip can be a symbol of 
departure and activate positive feelings, but for some this imagination triggers dizziness and 
uncertainty).

https://www.onkopedia.com/onkopedia/de/ayapedia/guidelines/pdf/220519_uebungskatalog_phantasiereisen.pdf
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First, there is a short attunement and relaxation phase (comfortable sitting or lying position, 
close eyes, focus on breathing, let thoughts come, look and move on).

As a rule, it is a guided fantasy journey that stimulates sensations but also leaves room for your 
own elaboration (e.g. "Look closely at the clearing - what do you see, what do you hear, what 
do you smell, what do you feel? Do you feel the soft moss? The warmth of the sun?" etc.). A 
story is told or a pleasant situation is described (e.g., walking in the woods). The fantasy jour
ney can be improvised or read aloud. It can be formulated in general terms or focused on the 
specific concerns of patients. The fantasy journey should be presented in a quiet voice, slowly 
and with many pauses, so that the "travelers" have time to engage with the ideas and develop 
their own images and perceptions. The end of the fantasy journey is announced ("The journey 
is now coming to an end") and should end with as pleasant an image and sensation as possible 
("If you wish, you can now return once again to the place where you felt most comfortable").

As with any relaxation exercise, the regression then takes place to switch the relaxation 
response to an awake, relaxed state and to activate the circulation: patients are asked to 
breathe deeply, move their arms and legs, and then open their eyes. Depending on the time 
available and the objective, a debriefing follows.

Here you can find the exercise catalog.

2.2.4 QiGong

2.2.4.1 What is QiGong?

Qi - is a term in Chinese for which there is no sensible translation into European languages, as 
it is deeply rooted in the Chinese way of thingking. In contrast to the Western world, there is no 
separation of body and mind in Chinese philosophy. It is best translated as an energy inherent 
in all things.

Gong - would translate well as "work".

QiGong is thus the "work with energy". Flowing movements with the aim of bringing body, mind 
and breathing into harmony.

Simple movement sequences are used for this purpose, which make it possible to feel the first 
success after a few weeks of practice. A short sequence of exercises is repeated daily. 10 min
utes are sufficient for this. Regular repetition is important in order to perform the exercises 
without concentrating on the sequence. This creates harmony of body, mind and breathing. An 
expansion of the exercises and improvement of flow in the following months will motivate to 
study for the following years.

2.2.4.2 What does QiGong want?

The harmonization of body, mind and breathing serves to prevent disease, can support healthy 
physical functions during treatment and stabilize them thereafter. QiGong can thus help to per
ceive symptoms that occur as a result of the cancer disease or therapy and cope with it.

In the classical book of Chinese medicine (Huang Di Nei Jing, ca. 475-221 B.C.) it says: "Harmo
nize the inner strength, then the disease-causing disturbances cannot harm the body." This 
sentence shows that QiGong is not directed against a triggering external cause, but towards 
strengthening the healthy body.

https://www.onkopedia.com/onkopedia/de/ayapedia/guidelines/pdf/220519_uebungskatalog_phantasiereisen.pdf
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2.2.4.3 How does QiGong work?

QiGong exercises look easy and they are. Basically, everyone can thus find the right exercises 
for themselves. These are also possible while sitting or lying down. It is essential to find a per
sonal rhythm through regular, preferably daily practice.

In Chinese, the explanatory concepts are based on Daoism, which views the universe as a sys
tem in harmony or balance, in which man has his place. In order for the individual to find his 
inner balance and to be able to create this harmony in his environment, the QiGong exercises 
serve the perception and, if necessary, the treatment ("Gong") of disturbances.

In the Western world, positive effects on breathing, digestion and mental state, especially anxi
ety and fatigue, have been researched. Thus, the regular practice of QiGong can contribute to 
an improvement in the quality of life.

2.2.4.4 What does QiGong do?

Harmonization of the body functions aims at stabilization of the healthy body. Inhalation - exha
lation, tension - relaxation, lifting - lowering are principles of movement whose rhythmization 
gives stability.

QiGong is thus a useful complement to the procedures used in the therapy of cancer (surgery, 
radiation, drug treatment). It can help to perceive symptoms as less stressful.

2.2.4.5 What are the limits of QiGong?

QiGong is therefore not a specific therapy for certain diseases, but a complementary, i.e. sup
plementary measure to stabilize the healthy body. It can help to perceive symptoms as less 
burdensome and, with regular use, contribute to improving the quality of life.

2.2.4.6 Course of the exercises, further information

To get started, a few hours with teachers are useful and usually necessary. There is no gener
ally recognized qualification certificate. The various QiGong societies or adult education centers 
offer information that serves as a first orientation. The most important thing is to get a personal 
impression of the teacher in a few trial lessons and to see if working together seems possible. 
Once you have learned the basics, you should practice regularly to harmonize the movement 
sequences. To deepen the knowledge and move forward, courses can be repeated in the 
course.

3 Tips and tricks

"I keep having inner turmoil and I'm so tense. What should I do?"

Ask for the possibility to talk to psychooncologists. In addition, you should independently 
research regionally available on-site offers for Tai Chi, QiGong or other mindfulness-based 
methods.

 

"On the one hand, I am not quite sure whether such Far Eastern methods are for me. On the 
other hand, I've heard a lot of good things about it. How should I proceed?"
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2.

3.

4.

5.

Just give it a try. Many providers offer "trial lessons". If you are not comfortable with the chosen 
method, you can easily try out others.

 

"During autogenic training during rehab, I often fell asleep and was a bit ashamed of it. Since 
then, I've been so more likely to refrain from trying a relaxation technique in a group setting. I 
noticed that it was good for me. What should I do?"

You need not be ashamed of this at all. It is gratifying that you were able to calm down so much 
during the practice that you fell asleep. Do not hesitate to talk to your group leader. If you are 
not comfortable practicing in a group, you can use an audio CD or an online program.

 

4 Further information

Have a look at the websites of the public health insurance companies or your local adult educa
tion center! In addition, there are numerous books, some with audio supplement as well as 
online offers in the audio streaming services (e.g. Find on YouTube videos on the "18 move
ments" / Shibashi of QiGong, which are, however, only limited implementable without guidance 
at the beginning).

For further reading: 
Onkopedia offers
more information on mindfulness, QiGong, and progressive muscle relaxation
under the "Complementary and Alternative Therapies" menu.

Courses to learn the methods: 
Courses to learn relaxation methods are sometimes also offered by the regional cancer 
counseling centers. It may be worthwhile to inquire about such offers. 
In the case of certified courses, the costs are usually covered in full or in part by the 
statutory health insurance funds.

Download:
Techniker Krankenkasse offers an MP3 download with and without music as well as long 
and short versions for practicing progressive muscle relaxation. You can find it here:
Progressive muscle relaxation MP3 file for download | Die Techniker (tk.de)
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